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ABSTRACT 
 
     The main purpose of this study is to explore the factors that contribute to occupational 
stress as experienced by the Student Support staff in a Further Education and Training 
(FET) College in the Southern Cape. The Student Support staff has displayed many 
symptoms of stress over the past few years. This in turn has led to absenteeism, change 
in staff temperament, their feelings towards the College, motivation levels and a 
significant change in the staff’s day to day operations. Although the Head of Department 
for Student Support Services has engaged with the staff on numerous occasions to 
discuss the reasons for their experience of stress, no substantial reasons could be 
established in order to make the necessary changes in the department. No interventions 
that have been implemented to date have relieved the staff’s experience of stress. 
     The researcher chose to use a qualitative, exploratory, descriptive and contextual 
research design to gain insight into the situation or phenomenon in order to identify the 
factors contributing to occupational stress and to identify measures that can be 
implemented to reduce occupational stress in the Student Support staff. The participants 
in this research included at least 10 Student Support staff within the Student Support 
Services Department at a Further Education and Training College in the Southern Cape. 
Purposive sampling was used in this research study. Interviews will continue until data 
saturation is achieved. The staff members must have been employed for at least one year 
in the Student Support Services Department. 
     The researcher will make use of semi-structured interviews, observations and field 
notes. The data will be systematically collected and meanings, themes and general 
descriptions of the experience analysed within the specific context (de Vos, Strydom, 
Fouche & Delport, 2005). The researcher will make use of Tesch’s method of analysis, 
and use Guba’s strategies for ensuring Trustworthiness. 
     The researcher will apply the ethical considerations of confidentiality, informed 
consent, ethical approval from relevant institutions, avoidance of harm to participants, 
truthfulness and the debriefing of participants when conducting this study. 
     The findings were reported as three major themes and subthemes. The three major 
themes were; Student support staff identified several factors that contributed to 
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occupational stress, Student support staff identified the effect that occupational stress 
has on them, Student support staff offered suggestions that the college could implement 
to reduce occupational stress. These themes were discussed and analysed in-depth.  
 
Key Concepts 
Further Education and Training Colleges. 
Occupational stress. 
Student Support Services. 
Student support staff. 
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CHAPTER 1 
OVERVIEW OF THE STUDY 
1.1 INTRODUCTION 
     The Student Support staff is responsible for providing counselling, financial assistance, 
academic support, sports and culture to the students at the FET College. They are 
responsible for caring for the student’s emotional, financial and social needs. The Student 
Support staff deal with a heavy workload and experience stress on a daily basis. This has an 
impact on many aspects of their daily duties as well as on their health. The researcher will 
explore the factors that contribute to the occupational stress experienced by Student Support 
staff in a Further Education and Training (FET) College in the Southern Cape.  
     According to Hardy, Carsen and Thomas (1998) stress is viewed as universal. Identifying 
the factors that contribute to occupational stress, and having a deeper knowledge of this 
phenomenon can assist in promoting the health and wellbeing of the Student Support staff 
and eventually impact positively on the services rendered to the students and the overall 
quality of the Student Support Services Department. The Head of Department of Student 
Support Services as well as the Human Resources Department can then utilize the 
recommended strategies to alleviate the stress experienced by the Student Support staff.     
  
1.2 BACKGROUND 
     Public Further Education and Training (FET) colleges endeavour to offer high-quality 
education and training to help students equip themselves with the qualifications and skills 
they need to begin on their selected career pathways (FET Colleges Western Cape, 2010).  
The education and training offered at a public FET College is tailored and responsive to the 
requirements of students and industry, and the careers that are encouraged are critical for 
the strengthening of the South African economy (FET Colleges Western Cape, 2010). 
Numerous changes have taken place over the past years in the FET College sector. One of 
these changes has been the fusion of technical colleges into 50 FET Colleges with multiple 
campus sites across South Africa (DHET Student Support Framework, 2008).  
     These 50 registered and accredited public FET Colleges in South Africa operate with 
close to 300 campuses that extend across the rural and urban areas of the country (DHET 
FET Colleges, 2013).  Public FET Colleges are established and function under the authority 
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of the Further Education and Training Colleges Act 16 of 2006 and fall under the Department 
of Higher Education and Training (DHET FET Colleges, 2013). The Department of Higher 
Education and Training (DHET) has set a target of one million students to be enrolled in the 
FET Colleges sector by the year 2014 (DHET Student Support Framework, 2008). These 
and many other challenges necessitate that colleges should strengthen their Student Support 
Services (DHET Student Support Framework, 2008). 
     According to the DHET Student Support Framework (2008) the South African white paper 
sketches a new framework for FET that includes Student Support Services as follows: 
“Learner counselling and support services will be established to help new entrants to FET to 
make meaningful choices about their directions of study and to ensure that all learners, 
including previously excluded or disadvantaged groups, are given every opportunity to 
succeed. Career guidance and support services will provide information on learning 
programmes, education and training providers, qualifications and job opportunities. FET 
providers will be required to ensure that learners have up-to-date access to labour market 
trends in the job market. The Ministry of Education will work closely with the Ministry of 
Labour to develop a labour market information service to help meet these services. In 
addition, we will propose that the new funding arrangements provide for academic 
development, guidance, counselling, health, welfare, and other learner support services” (p. 
6)   
   According to this description, it is foreseen that the delivery of Student Support Services at 
FET Colleges should be an inclusive service that answers to the overall needs of students. 
Student Support Services should be implemented in a way that aims at evolving a holistic 
person (DHET Student Support Framework, 2008). The Student Support Framework (2008), 
as prescribed by DHET, requires the principal elements of Student Support Services to be 
the provision of pre-entry, on-course and exit level support to all students. 
     Pre-entry support includes selection and placement of new students, career guidance, 
financial support, orientation and induction of all newly enrolled students. On-course support 
is the support given to students whilst they are undertaking their studies on a full time basis. 
This support includes Academic Support, Life Skills, Health and Wellness, Counselling, 
Sports and Culture, Financial Support, Student Retention, Student Experiential Learning and 
the supervision of the Student Representative Council (SRC). Exit support comprises 
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information on further studies, job placement of students, industry networking, Curriculum 
Vitae development and interview skills, student tracking and alumni support. 
     The Student Support Department at the FET College in the Southern Cape has a number 
of sub-divisions as depicted in Figure 1.1 on page 4. 
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DCEO: Academic 
HOD: Student Support 
Services 
Placement Unit 
(2) 
Roles: 
-Placement of students 
in experiential learning. 
-Placing students in   
 internships, permanent 
employment,  
-networking with   
 Industry. 
Creating an industry 
database as well as a 
student alumni database.  
 
 
Qualification: 
-Human Resources or   
 Administration   
 Diploma. 
Sports Unit 
(2) 
Roles: 
-Coordinate sport. 
-Build and sustain 
effective partnerships 
with sporting bodies in 
local area’s and other 
community sport 
providers and 
organization. 
-Facilitate coaching 
and/or delivering of 
sports sessions and 
activities. 
 
Qualification: 
-Sports and recreation 
degree or diploma. 
 Student Support Officers 
(5) 
Roles: 
-Selection & placement. 
-Career guidance. 
-Financial Support 
-Orientation & Induction 
-Counselling or referrals 
-Planning of sports &    
cultural events. 
Health & wellness     
 workshops. 
-Bursary Administration 
-Supervision of SRC 
 
 
Qualification:  
-BA Social Work or BA    
 Psych or B.Psych 
Retention Unit 
(5) 
Roles: 
-Coordinate and 
organize private 
accommodation. 
Absenteeism follow- 
ups with parents and 
students. 
-Referral of absent 
students to relevant 
persons for further 
support. 
-Record keeping and 
reporting of 
absenteeism. 
Qualification: 
-Social Sciences  
 Degree. 
Academic Support Officer  
(5) 
Roles: 
-Facilitation of academic   
 support foundational   
 classes in either  
 Mathematics or English. 
-Organisation of extra-  
 curriculum based classes. 
-Lesson planning 
-Research into academic   
  support. 
-Reporting of statistics and  
 reports to HOD: SSS and   
 relevant persons. 
 
Qualification: 
-English or mathematics   
 teacher with remedial  
Placement Admin Clerk 
(1) 
Roles: 
-Maintaining all statistics of   
 the Job Placement unit 
-Submitting of all reports  to  
  relevant stake holders. 
-Managing of the job  
 placement administration  
 process. 
 
Qualification: 
-Managing Assistance  
 Diploma 
Bursary Officers 
(2) 
Roles: 
-Bursary administration. 
-Bursary information   
 dissemination to students   
 and parents. 
-Submission of bursary   
  forms to relevant   
  stakeholders. 
 
Qualification:  
-Finance Diploma 
Placement Intern 
(1) 
Roles: 
-Contacting of students for 
placements 
-Assisting the Job 
Placement officer. 
-Filing of all relevant 
information. 
 
Qualification:  
-N6 in Business  
Management 
Sports Coaches 
(18) 
Roles: 
-Coaching of sports codes. 
-Maintaining student fitness 
Aassisting the Sports 
Coordinators. 
 
 
 
Qualification:  
-Coaching qualification in  
relevant sports field.
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    The Student Support staff members report directly to the Head of Department of 
Student Support Services. The office of the Head of Department: Student Support 
Services is situated at the central office in George and sets certain expectations applicable 
to all Student Support Staff. The Student Support Services staff members also have to 
adhere to the campus rules as set by the Campus Head where they are stationed. This 
could lead to conflict in certain areas when the Student Support staff member receives 
two different instructions from their direct line manager and their Campus Head. According 
to Daft (2008) role conflict occurs when an individual perceives incompatible demands 
from others.  
     People are exposed to many stimuli during the course of their lives. Daft (2008) 
describes these stimuli as stressors that may harvest some combination of frustration and 
anxiety. How people respond to these stressors differs according to their personalities, 
the resources available to assist them in coping, and the context in which the stress occurs 
(Daft, 2008).  An impending deadline will thus be experienced differently depending on 
the degree to which a person likes a challenge, the willingness of  colleagues to team up 
and assist each other succeed, and on family members’ understanding of an employee’s 
need to work over-time, among other factors (Daft, 2008). All of the above-mentioned 
factors play a role in the day-to-day functioning of the Student Support Services staff 
members who in turn have the overall responsibility for the wellbeing of the students.   
     In this study, the researcher will focus on a public FET College in the Southern Cape. 
This College renders services to six areas (towns) of which four are considered to be rural 
areas. The overall Southern Cape region is plagued with poverty, unemployment, 
alcoholism, social problems and a lack of resources. Many of the students who apply to 
the College are thus from very poor backgrounds. Ninety percent of all students who enrol 
at the College qualify for the National Student Financial Aid Scheme (NSFAS). This 
funding from NSFAS is insufficient to cover all the students in need of financing. The 
College has therefore implemented its own College bursary, but funds remain a major 
challenge. Many students attend classes feeling hungry or tired while some students seek 
employment to support themselves and their family members. Distance from the students’ 
homes to the college is also an issue as the Southern Cape area has a lack of public 
transport. These all appear to play a significant role in student absenteeism. The 
researcher will take all these factors into consideration when analysing the data to identify 
the degree to which it has an impact on the occupational stress experienced by the 
Student Support staff members.       
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1.3  LITERATURE REVIEW 
1.3.1 Systemic Stress: Selye’s Theory 
     According to Selye (1976) stress can be defined as a state manifested by a specific 
syndrome which consists of all the non-specifically induced changes within the biological 
system (as cited in Rice, p. 23). He suggested that those changes were measurable and 
arise at both the system and the local level. Selye (1976) proposed that the entire stress 
process at the system level, including the threat and the individual’s reaction to it, be 
called the general adaptation syndrome (GAS) (as cited in Rice, p. 23). Selye (1976) 
labelled this process general because it was created by causes which have a general 
effect upon large areas of the body; adaptive because it encouraged defence and, 
thereby, assisted in the acquisition and maintenance of the state of acclimatisation; and 
syndrome because the individual manifestations are coordinated and even partially 
dependent upon each other (as cited in Rice, p. 23-24). Selye (1976) further stated that 
this response to stimuli included (a) the direct effect of the stress on the organism, (b) 
internal responses that stimulated tissue defence to destroy the damaging threat, and (c) 
internal responses that caused tissue surrender by inhibiting unnecessary or excessive 
defence (as cited in Rice, p. 24).  
     Selye (1950, 1956) identified three phases of the general adaptation syndrome 
namely, the alarm reaction, the resistance stage and the exhaustion stage (as cited in 
Rice, p. 23). The alarm reaction encompasses an initial shock phase and a consequent 
counter shock phase (as cited in Krohne, 2002). In the resistance stage the symptoms of 
the alarm reaction fade, which indicates the organism’s adaptation to the stressor (as 
cited in Krohne, 2002). According to Selye (1976) if the organism is not able to return to 
a normal level of resistance or the initial affront is too overwhelming, a third stage, the 
stage of exhaustion occurs (as cited in Rice, p. 23-24) 
 
1.3.2 Lazarus’ Model of stress 
     According to Lazarus (1991) stress is regarded as a relationship or transaction 
between individuals and their environment. According to Lazarus and Folkman (1986) 
psychological stress refers to a relationship with the environment that the person 
appraises as important for his or her well-being and in which the demands exceed 
available coping mechanisms (as cited in Krohne, 2002).  
     Lazarus (1991) developed a comprehensive emotion theory that also includes a stress 
theory. This theory differentiates between two basic forms of appraisal, namely primary 
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and secondary appraisal. Primary appraisal takes place when something of relevance to 
the individual’s well-being occurs, while secondary appraisal concerns coping options (as 
cited in Krohne, 2002).   
     Lazarus (1991) distinguished between three components within primary appraisal 
namely goal relevance, goal congruence and ego involvement. Goal relevance defines 
the degree to which an encounter refers to issues the person cares about, goal 
congruence describes the degree to which an episode proceeds in accordance with 
personal goals;  while ego-involvement describes aspects of personal commitment such 
as self-esteem, moral values, ego-ideal, or ego-identity (as cited in Krohne, 2002).  
     Lazarus (1991) distinguished between a further three components within secondary 
appraisal namely blame or credit concerns, coping potential and future expectations. 
Blame or credit concerns arise from an individual’s appraisal of who is accountable for a 
certain event. Coping potential is defined as a person’s evaluation of the forecasts for 
generating certain behavioural or cognitive operations that will positively influence a 
personally relevant encounter. Future expectations refer to the appraisal of the future 
development of an encounter with respect to goal congruence or incongruence (as cited 
in Krohne, 2002).    
     According to Lazarus and Folkman (1984), specific patterns of primary and secondary 
appraisal lead to different kinds of stress. These authors distinguish three patterns of 
stress appraisal namely, harm, threat and challenges (as cited in Krohne, 2002). Harm 
can be defined as the damage or loss that has already occurred. Threat refers to the 
expectation of harm that may be imminent. Challenge occurs from demands that an 
individual feels confident about mastering (as cited in Krohne, 2002). According to Krohne 
(2002) these different kinds of psychological stress are entrenched in specific types of 
emotional responses, thus demonstrating the close concurrence of fields of stress and 
emotions.         
 
1.3.3 Stress 
     Stress can be defined as a discrepancy between a person’s perceived state and a 
desired state when such a discrepancy is considered important by the employee (Grobler, 
Warnich, Carrell, Elbert & Hatfield, 2006). According to Grobler et al., (2006) stress affects 
an employee in two ways namely, psychological and physical wellbeing as well as the 
employee’s efforts to cope with the stress by preventing or reducing it. According to Daft 
(2008) stress is a person’s physiological and emotional response to external stimuli that 
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place physical or psychological demands on the person and create uncertainty and lack 
of personal control when important outcomes are at stake. Further to these explanations 
Thomas and Hersen (2002) define stress as a physical or psychological stimulus which, 
when imposed upon a person, produces psychological strain or disequilibrium. 
     According to Daft (2008) stress can be a positive force when the level is low relative 
to a person’s available coping resources. This can then stimulate desirable change and 
achievement. However, too much stress is related to many negative consequences (Daft, 
2008). Two separate terms distinguish between positive and negative stress. Eustress is 
defined as positive stress that accompanies achievement and exhilaration. According to 
Grobler et al. (2006), eustress is the stress of meeting challenges such as those found in 
managerial, technical or public contact jobs. Distress is defined as negative or harmful 
stress (Grobler et al., 2006). According to these authors stress becomes distress when 
we sense a loss of our feelings of security and adequacy.  
 
1.3.4 Causes of stress  
     According to Govendar and Grundeling (as cited in Grobler et al., 2006) stress is never 
the result of a single cause. It arises from numerous interrelated factors or stressors. Daft 
(2008) states that workplace stress is rising steeply worldwide. The number of persons in 
the United States who say they are overworked has increased from 28 percent in 2001 to 
44 percent in 2005, and one-third of Americans between the ages of 25 and 39 say they 
feel burned out by their jobs. Daft (2008) further states that the United Kingdom’s health 
and safety  executive listed about half a million people in the U.K. who are ill because of 
workplace stress, and that stress-related illnesses are second only to back pain as a 
cause of work absences (Daft, 2008).   
     Grobler et al., (2006) identified six main groupings of factors contributing to stress. 
These factors are Individual, Interpersonal, Organisational, Cultural, Community and 
National.  
          According to Daft (2008) one way to recognize stressors is to think about stress 
caused by the demand of job tasks and stress caused by interpersonal pressures and 
conflicts. Task demand can be defined as the stressors arising from the tasks required of 
a person holding a specific job (Daft, 2008). Certain decisions are integrally stressful, such 
as those that are made under time pressure, those that have serious consequences, and 
those that must be made with incomplete information (Daft, 2008). According to Daft 
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(2008) task demands also from time to time cause stress because of role ambiguity, which 
means that individuals are not sure what task behaviours are expected of them.  
     Similar to Grobler et al., (2006), Daft (2008) also speaks about interpersonal demands 
as a factor in stress. According to Daft (2008) interpersonal demands are stressors 
associated with relationships in the organisation. Even though interpersonal relationships 
can ease stress, they can also be a cause of stress when a group puts pressure on a 
person or when conflict arises between individuals (Daft, 2008).  
 
1.3.5 Warning signs of stress 
     According to Daft (2008) too much stress is associated with many negative 
consequences, including sleep disturbances, drug and alcohol abuse, headaches, ulcers, 
high blood pressure and heart disease. Individuals who experience the negative effects 
of stress may become irritable or withdrawn from interactions with their colleagues, take 
excess time off and have more health issues. According to Grobler et al., (2006) intestinal 
distress, rapid pulse rate, frequent illness, insomnia, persistent fatigue, irritability, nail 
biting, lack of concentration, increased use of alcohol and drugs and hunger for sweets 
may be warning signs of stress. Grobler et al., (2006) further state that high stress 
situations often lead to high levels of absenteeism, staff turnover, grievances, accidents 
and chemical dependency.  
     Grobler et al., (2006) highlight certain conditions as symptoms of a troubled employee. 
These include excessive absenteeism rates; unexcused absences; tardiness and early 
departures; altercations with co-workers; causing physical injuries to colleagues through 
negligence; poor judgement and bad decisions; unusual on-the-job accidents; increased 
spoilage and breaking of equipment through negligence; involvement with the law; and 
deteriorating personal appearances.    
 
1.3.6 Occupational Stress 
     This is a situation in which job-related factors cause changes in a worker’s 
psychological and/or physiological condition in such a manner that the individual is forced 
to deviate from his or her normal functioning (Thomas & Hersen, 2002). These authors 
identified two models related to occupational stress namely, the Interactive Model and the 
Operational Model of Occupational Stress. 
     According to Thomas and Hersen (2002) five characteristics can be associated with 
the Interactive Model of Occupational Stress. These characteristics are: 
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 Cognitive appraisal that regards stress as a subjective experience dependent upon 
the perception of a situation or event. Persons tend to appraise the relevance of 
an external event relative to their own situation 
 Experience. The manner in which a situation or event is perceived depends upon 
familiarity with the situation, previous exposure to the event, learning, education 
and training. Linked to this is the concept of success or failure in coping with the 
demand experienced on previous occasions 
 Demand. Pressure or demand is the creation of actual demands, perceived 
demands, actual ability, and perceived ability to meet that demand 
 Interpersonal influence. The company or absence of other persons or work 
colleagues will influence our perception of stress. They can distract, irritate or boost 
confidence or self-esteem 
 A state of stress. This is recognized as an imbalance between the perceived 
demand and the perception of one’s ability to meet that demand. 
     In short, an interactive model of stress recognises that situations are not integrally 
stressful, but are potentially stressful, and it is essential to take into account the sources 
of stress, the mediators or moderators of the stress response and the instrument or 
manifestation of stress (Thomas & Hersen, 2002).  
     These authors (Thomas & Hersen, 2002) list three key elements associated with the 
Operational Model namely, (i) the cause of stress, (ii) individual variances in the response 
to stress and (iii) the results or symptoms of exposure to stress for both the organization 
and the individual. They further state that the Operational Model of stress also assigns 
the sources of stressors into six categories:  
 Stress in the job itself that includes job workload, the physical working environment, 
working hours, decision-making freedom etc.  
 Role-based stressors include role conflict, role ambiguity and job responsibility. 
Role conflict occurs when an individual perceives incompatible demands from 
others (Daft, 2008).  
 Stress due to the changing nature of relationships with other persons at work, this 
includes relationships with managers, supervisors, subordinates and co-workers. 
 Career stress related to the lack of opportunity for career development and 
promotions, as well as job insecurity.  
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 Stress associated with the organisational structure and climate including the 
stressful nature of the culture and politics of the organisation, the restrictions 
imposed on behaviour and no sense of belonging.   
 
1.3.7 Job dissatisfaction 
     According to Soji (2005), factors that relate to job dissatisfaction are salary and 
conditions in the workplace. According to Herzberg’s seminal writing as quoted by 
Hellriegel, Jackson, Slocum and Staude (2001), other factors that also contribute to 
dissatisfaction are the degree of stimulating tasks involved and the amount of 
encouragement given to staff to take responsibility ( as cited in Soji, 2005). According to 
Grobler et al., (2006), excessive absenteeism, staff turnover and grievances often result 
when workers experience high levels of job dissatisfaction. An employee’s satisfaction is 
defined as the difference between the amount of some valued outcome a person receives 
and the amount of that outcome the person thinks he or she should receive. The employee 
thus becomes dissatisfied when things are not the way they should be (Grobler et al., 
2006). Job satisfaction or dissatisfaction largely depend on pay and benefits, supervision, 
co-workers, work and the organisation overall (Grobler et al., 2006). 
 
1.4  DESCRIPTION OF THE PROBLEM AND RESEARCH QUESTION 
     Student Support staff are faced with many stressors on a daily basis. These stressors 
appear to have a significant effect on their health, work performance, motivation level and 
absenteeism. In order to investigate the truth of this assumption the researcher formulated 
the following research questions:  
(1) What factors contribute to occupational stress as experienced by Student Support 
staff at a FET College in the Southern Cape?  
(2) How can one reduce the occupational stress experienced by Student Support staff 
members? 
 
1.5  AIMS AND OBJECTIVES 
The overall aims of this study are to: 
(1) Identify the reasons or factors that contribute to occupational stress as experienced 
by Student Support staff members 
(2) Explore and describe the Student Support Staff members’ experiences of 
occupational stress  
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(3) Identify the measures that can be implemented to reduce occupational stress in 
Student Support staff members. 
 
The objectives of this study are to:   
(1) Explore and describe the reasons why Student Support staff members experience 
occupational stress. 
(2) Provide recommendations for preventative measures and strategies to address 
occupational stress in Student Support staff members. 
 
1.6 KEY CONCEPTS CLARIFICATION 
Key concepts used in this study are listed below. 
 Further Education and Training (FET) Colleges cover Grades 10 to 12 in schools 
and equivalent levels in FET Colleges (previously called Technical Colleges), 
namely NQF levels 2 to 4 and National Technical Certificates 1 to 3 (FET Colleges 
Western Cape, 2010). 
 Further Education and Training (FET) Colleges. Public FET Colleges are 
established and function under the authority of the Further Education and Training 
Colleges Act 16 of 2006 and fall under the Department of Higher Education and 
Training (DHET FET Colleges, 2013). Public Further Education and Training (FET) 
colleges endeavour to offer high-quality education and training to help students 
equip themselves with the qualifications and skills they need to begin on their 
selected career pathways (FET Colleges Western Cape, 2010). The education and 
training offered at a public FET College is tailored and is responsive to the 
requirements of students and industry and the careers that are encouraged are 
critical for the strengthening of the South African economy (FET Colleges Western 
Cape, 2010).  
 Occupational Stress. This is defined as “The interaction of work conditions with 
characteristics of the worker such that the demands of work exceed the ability of 
the worker to cope with them” (Ross, & Altmaier, 1994). 
 Student support services. The DHET Student Support Framework (2008) 
describes Student Support Services as follows; “Learner counselling and support 
services will be established to help new entrants to FET make meaningful choices 
about their directions of study and to ensure that all learners, including previously 
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excluded or disadvantaged groups, are given every opportunity to succeed (DHET 
Student Support Framework, 2008). 
 Student support staff. The Student Support staff is responsible for the delivery of 
the services to the students. These services include career guidance and support 
services that will provide information on learning programmes, education and 
training providers, qualifications and job opportunities. FET providers will be 
required to ensure that learners have up to date access to labour market trends in 
the job market (DHET Student Support Framework, 2008). 
 
1.7 RESEARCH DESIGN 
1.7.1 Research Design 
     Lindlof and Taylor (2011) state that research questions are open-ended questions or 
statements that articulate the expectations of the study. In writing research questions, we 
translate the proposal’s rationale and conceptualization into broad empirical goals (Lindlof 
& Taylor, 2011). 
     The researcher will use a qualitative, exploratory, descriptive and contextual research 
design to gain insight into this phenomenon. According to Bailey (1997) the purpose of 
qualitative research is to develop concepts that will sensitize readers to cultures, describe 
multiple realities and interpretations, develop grounded theory and develop an 
understanding of the perspectives of the actors and of the particular setting. Qualitative 
research designs are broad in nature rather than confined, developing throughout the 
study and remaining flexible to allow for change (Bailey, 1997). In an exploratory research 
design, the researcher seeks to gain insight into a situation, phenomenon, community or 
individual (de Vos, Strydom, Fouché & Delport, 2005). This design is used when there is 
a lack of basic information on a new area of interest or in order to become acquainted 
with a situation in order to formulate a problem or develop a hypothesis (de Vos et al., 
2005). The researcher will use this design to become acquainted with the reasons for the 
experience of occupational stress in Student Support staff members. The researcher will 
explore the reasons for occupational stress as well as find out each individual’s 
experiences without restricting the participant in his/her answers.  
     The study will be descriptive as the researcher will describe the methodology and 
findings in detail and as accurately as possible (De Vos, Strydom, Fouche & Delport, 
2002). This promotes the trustworthiness of the study. 
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     The participants who experience a specific phenomenon will be studied at a specific 
time and location, thus contextualising the study (De Vos, 1998). This study will be 
contextual since only the Student Support Services Officers will be interviewed in relation 
to their personal experience of stress. This will be discussed in greater detail in Chapter 
2. 
 
1.8  RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 
     Research methodology encompasses all aspects needed to carry out a research 
programme. These include identifying the research population, the research sample, the 
data collection method and the data analysis process. The research methodology will be 
discussed in greater detail in Chapter 2. 
 
 1.8.1 Research Population 
     According to Bailey (1997) the research population can be defined as the entire 
collection of persons or objects that meet the criteria set by the researcher. The 
participants in this study will be selected from the entire Student Support Services 
Department at the FET College in the Southern Cape. This will be discussed in more 
detail in chapter two 
 
1.8.2 Sampling Method 
     Sampling encompasses following a rigorous procedure when selecting units of 
analysis from a larger population (du Plooy, 2001). According to Welman and Kruger 
(2001) the researcher usually obtains individuals with whom to conduct interviews by 
means of purposive or snowball sampling. Preference is often given to key informants 
who, on account of their position or experience, have more information than regular group 
members and /or are better able to articulate this information. 
     Sampling is done because the size of the population usually makes it impractical and 
uneconomical to involve all the members of the population in a research project (Welman 
& Kruger, 2001). Purposive sampling will be used in this research study. The sample will 
consist of elements that contain the most characteristic, representative or typical attributes 
of the population (de Vos et al, 2005). According to Lindlof and Taylor (2011) purposive 
sampling can be defined as an informed judgement about what to observe or whom to 
interview. 
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     The inclusion criteria for the sample are both genders, all races and all ethnicities. The 
staff members must have been employed for a minimum of one year in the Student 
Support Services Department. The staff members can be from any of the six Southern 
Cape campuses or from the Central office. Staff members working as Interns within the 
Student Support Services Department will be excluded from participation in the study. 
This will be discussed in more detail in chapter two. 
      
1.8.3 Data collection method 
   The researcher will make use of semi-structured interviews as the data collection 
method as well as making use of observations and field notes. The researcher will make 
use of key questions to guide the interviews. The questions asked will be: 
(1) Describe to me some of your day-to-day experiences of stressful situations in the 
workplace. 
(2) Describe the factors that contribute to your experiencing stress at work. 
(3) Describe the effect that stress has on you in your work situation. 
(4) What can the College do to help alleviate stress? 
     The researcher will use the semi-structured interview to gain a detailed picture of the 
participant’s beliefs, perceptions or accounts (de Vos et al., 2005). This method gives the 
researcher and the participant more room for flexibility. The researcher will be able to 
follow up specific interesting information that surfaces during the interview, and the 
participant is able to give a more in-depth description. Semi-structured interviewing is 
particularly appropriate when the researcher is interested in the intricacy or process, or 
where a topic is contentious or personal (de Vos et al., 2005). The data collection method 
will be discussed in greater detail in chapter 2.   
 
1.8.4 Data Analysis 
     Data analysis is the procedure of analysing data to determine the results (Lehasa, 
2008). Data analysis decreases, organises and gives meaning to data. Data analysis 
usually begins together with data collection. The analysis techniques implemented are 
determined primarily by the research objectives, questions or hypotheses (Burns & Grove, 
1999). The data will be systematically collected and meanings, themes and general 
descriptions of the experience ascribed within the specific context (de Vos et al., 2005). 
The interviews will be transcribed verbatim from the audiotape after which Tesch’s method 
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of data analysis (Creswell, 1994) will be used in this study. This will be discussed in 
greater detail in chapter 2. 
 
1.8.5 Information on transcribing the interviews before analysis 
    Creswell (1994) describes Tesch’s approach to data analysis as follows: 
 The researcher will get a sense of the whole by reading or listening through all the 
transcriptions. The researcher can then write down some ideas 
 The researcher selects one interview, and goes through it by asking questions like 
‘what is it all about?’, and considering the underlying meaning in the information. 
All thoughts that come up are written in the margin 
 When the researcher has completed this task for all respondents, a list is made of 
all the topics. All the similar topics are then clustered together and formed into 
columns that can be organised into major topics, unique topics and left over topics 
 The researcher takes the list and returns to the data. The topics are abbreviated 
as codes and the codes are then written next to the appropriate segments of the 
text. The researcher tries out these preliminary organising schemes to see whether 
new categories and codes emerge  
 The researcher finds the most descriptive phrasing for the topics and turns them 
into categories. The researcher endeavours to decrease the total list of categories 
by combining all the related topics together. Lines are then drawn between the 
categories to show interrelationships 
 The researcher makes a final decision on the abbreviation for each category and 
alphabetises the codes 
 The data material belonging to each category is assembled in one place and a 
preliminary analysis is carried out 
 The researcher recodes existing data if necessary. 
     An independent coder will be used to analyse the data in order to promote the 
trustworthiness of the study and the researcher and the independent coder will then 
discuss the identified themes and try to reach consensus. The results will then be 
explained by using the participant’s own words.  
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1.9  ENSURING TRUSTWORTHINESS (VERIFICATION OF DATA) 
     Guba’s strategies for ensuring Trustworthiness or Validity will be used in this study. 
Lincoln and Guba proposed four constructs that more accurately reflect the assumptions 
of the qualitative paradigm (de Vos et al., 2005). 
These constructs are as follow: 
 Credibility: this is the alternative to internal validity, whereby the goal is to display 
that the investigation was done in such a manner as to ensure that the subject was 
accurately identified and described (de Vos et al., 2005). The strength of the 
qualitative study that aims to explore a problem or describe a setting, a process, a 
social group or a pattern of interaction will be its validity. The researcher will ensure 
that clear parameters are set and adhered to when conducting the study. The 
researcher will include a pilot study to add to the credibility of the research. 
Strategies to ensure credibility include the skill and knowledge of the researcher 
and supervisor, triangulation, interview technique and member checking.  
 Transferability: Lincoln and Guba propose this as the qualitative alternative to the 
external validity or generalisability, in which the burden of representing the 
applicability of one set of findings to another situation rests more with the 
researcher who would make the transfer than with the original researcher (de Vos 
et al., 2005). Strategies to achieve transferability include selection of the sample, 
comparing the sample to the general population, saturation of data and dense 
description of the findings. 
 Dependability: this is the qualitative alternative to reliability. The researcher 
attempts to account for the changing circumstances in the phenomenon chosen for 
the study as well as changes in the design created by increasingly refined 
understanding of the setting. This represents a set of assumptions very different 
from those shaping the concept of reliability (de Vos et al., 2005). The researcher 
will make use of an independent coder to promote the dependability of the study 
of the study. Triangulation, member checking and the code-recode procedure will 
be the strategies of choice. 
 Conformability: is the final construct, and captures the established concept of 
objectivity. Lincoln and Guba stress the need to ask whether the findings of the 
study could be confirmed by another study. By doing so, they remove evaluation 
from some inherent characteristic of the researcher and place it directly on the data 
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itself (de Vos et al., 2005). Strategies to achieve conformability include triangulation 
and reflexivity. 
 
1.10 ETHICAL CONSIDERATIONS 
    According to de Vos et al., (2005) ethics can be defined as a set of widely accepted 
moral principles that offer rules for, and behavioural expectations of, the most correct 
conduct towards experimental subjects and respondents, employers, sponsors, other 
researchers, assistants and students. These include confidentiality, informed consent, 
transparency, ethical approval, non-maleficence, truthfulness and debriefing. 
Ethical approval. This will be sought from the Faculty Research Technology & 
Innovations committee and from the Nelson Mandela Metropolitan University (Annexure 
A) and the Public FET College in the Southern Cape (Annexure B). The researcher will 
request written approval from the Nelson Mandela Metropolitan University and the Public 
FET College to conduct the study. 
Confidentiality. All information received from the participant will be treated as confidential 
(de Vos et al., 2005). The researcher will assure the participants that all information will 
be treated as confidential and that they will remain anonymous. Identification will be by 
means of a code known only to the researcher.   
Informed consent. The participant will be informed that participation in the study will be 
voluntary, without any implied deprivation or penalty for refusal to participate (de Vos, 
Strydom et al., 2005). The researcher will ensure that each participant is aware that 
participation is voluntary and will request a written form of informed consent from each 
participant. See Annexure C. 
Transparency. The objectives of the study will be communicated to the participants at all 
times (Punch, 2006). The researcher will furnish each participant with a written letter 
stating all the intended outcomes of the study. 
Non-maleficence. The researcher will ensure avoidance of harm to the participants and 
an ethical obligation will rest on the researcher to protect the participants within 
reasonable limits (de Vos et al., 2005). The researcher will communicate to the 
participants that they are free to stop their participation in the research process at any 
time if they feel uncomfortable, without fear of any negative consequences. 
Truthfulness.  The researcher will not deliberately misrepresent facts in order to make 
another person believe what is not true (de Vos et al., 2005). The researcher will ensure 
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this by being clear at all times and by being truthful. The researcher will also reinforce this 
by using a consent form indicating what the participant can expect during the interview. 
Debriefing.  The researcher will debrief each participant. This will assist in minimising 
harm to the participant (de Vos et al., 2005).  
 
1.11 DISSEMINATION OF RESULTS 
     The researcher will make recommendations for preventative measures to be 
implemented to combat occupational stress experienced by Student Support Services 
staff members at a FET College. These recommendations will be given to the College to 
consider for implementation. 
     The research will be documented in the form of a treatise and copies given to the 
University as well as a copy to the Public FET College in the Southern Cape.  
     Presentations will be made to the staff of the Student Support Department as well as 
at conferences. 
 
1.12 CHAPTER SUMMARY 
       Chapter One has provided the overview of the study including a contextualisation of 
the research setting, a summary of stress and of the methodology to be followed. In 
Chapter Two the researcher will focus on the research methodology and discuss each 
aspect in detail.  
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CHAPTER 2 
RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 
 
2.1 INTRODUCTION 
     Chapter one provided an overview of the study to be undertaken. Chapter two 
discusses the framework of the methodology that was followed. Research methodology 
encompasses all aspects needed to carry out a research programme. These include 
identifying the research population, the research sample, the data collection method and 
the data analysis process.  
  
2.2 DESCRIPTION OF THE PROBLEM AND RESEARCH QUESTION 
     Research questions are preferred in qualitative research and will be used in this 
study. Research questions are open-ended questions or statements that articulate the 
expectations of the study (Lindlof and Taylor, 2011). 
     Student Support staff are faced with many frustrations and stressors day-to-day. 
These stressors appear to have a major effect on their health, work performance, 
motivation level, and family life. According to Lindlof and Taylor (2011), in writing 
research questions, we translate the proposal’s rationale and conceptualization into 
broad empirical goals. 
 In order to investigate the truth of this assumption the researcher formulated the 
following research questions.  
(1) What factors contribute to occupational stress as experienced by Student 
Support staff at a FET College in the Southern Cape?  
(2) How can one reduce the occupational stress experienced by Student Support 
staff members? 
 
2.3 AIMS AND OBJECTIVES 
     The aims and objectives of this study will now be discussed.  
 
2.3.1 Aims 
The overall aims of this study are to: 
(1) Identify the reasons or factors that contribute to occupational stress as experienced 
by student support staff members 
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(2) To explore and describe the student support staff members’ experiences of 
occupational stress  
(3) Identify the measures that can be implemented to reduce occupational stress in 
student support staff members. 
 
2.3.2 Objectives  
The objectives of this study are: 
(1) To explore and describe the reasons why student support staff members 
experience occupational stress 
(2) To provide recommendations for preventative measures and strategies to address 
occupational stress in student support staff members. 
 
2.4  RESEARCH DESIGN 
     One can distinguish between two basic types of research, namely quantitative and 
qualitative research. According to Creswell (2003), the quantitative research format is 
when the researcher predominantly uses post-positivist claims for developing information, 
employs strategies of investigation such as experiments and surveys and collects data on 
predetermined instruments that produce statistical data.   
     Creswell (2003) further states that in this scenario the investigator tests a theory by 
stipulating narrow hypotheses and then gathering data to support or negate the 
hypotheses. The data are collected on a tool that measures attitudes, and the information 
gathered is analysed using statistical procedures and hypothesis testing (Creswell, 2003). 
     According to Bailey (1997), the purpose of qualitative research is to develop concepts 
that will sensitize readers to cultures, describe multiple realities and interpretations, 
develop grounded theory and develop an understanding of the perspectives of the actors 
and of the particular setting. Qualitative research designs are broad in nature rather than 
confined, developing throughout the study and remaining flexible to allow for change 
(Bailey, 1997).  
     The researcher used a qualitative, exploratory, descriptive and contextual research 
design to gain insight into the phenomenon of stress among student support staff. This 
approach will now be discussed.  
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2.4.1 Qualitative Research design 
     Qualitative research seeks to understand a given research problem or topic from the 
viewpoint of the local population it involves. It is especially effective in gaining specific 
information about the values, opinions, behaviours and common circumstances of the 
specific population (Mack, Woodsong, Macqueen, Guest & Namey, 2005).  
     In a qualitative research design the researcher often makes information claims based 
predominantly on constructivist perspectives or advocacy/participatory perspectives or 
both (Creswell, 2003). According to Creswell (2003), qualitative research also uses 
strategies of investigation such as narratives, phenomenologies, ethnographies, 
grounded theory studies or case studies. The researcher gathers open-ended, emerging 
data with the main intent of developing themes from the data (Creswell, 2003). In a 
qualitative situation, the researcher seeks to establish the meaning of a phenomenon from 
the views of the participants (Creswell, 2003). Creswell (2003) stated that this means 
finding a culture-sharing group and learning how it developed shared patterns of 
behaviour over time. 
     The strength of qualitative research is the capacity to offer complex textual descriptions 
of how persons experience a given research problem. It provides information about the 
human side of a research problem. It is also successful in recognising intangible aspects 
such as religion, socio-economic status, gender roles, social norms and ethnicity, which 
are not always readily apparent (Mack et al., 2005).  
     Qualitative findings can often be extended to persons with characteristics comparable 
to those in the study population, thus gaining a rich and multifaceted understanding of a 
particular social context or phenomenon that normally takes priority over drawing data 
that can be generalised to other geographical areas or populations (Mack et al., 2005).                  
 
2.4.2 Exploratory research 
     In an exploratory research design, the researcher seeks to gain insight into a situation, 
phenomenon, community or individual (de Vos, Strydom, Fouché & Delport, 2005). This 
design is used when there is a lack of basic information on a new area of interest or in 
order to become acquainted with a situation in order to formulate a problem or develop 
an hypothesis (de Vos et al., 2005). Similar to de Vos et al., (2005), Eugene and Christine 
(2013) described an exploratory research as an investigation conducted when there are 
few or no earlier studies for use as references. The focus is on gaining insights into and 
23 
 
familiarity with a later study or is undertaken when problems are at a preliminary stage of 
investigation. 
     The goals of an exploratory research design are: 
 to gain familiarity with basic details, settings and concerns; 
  to gain a well-grounded picture of the situation being developed; development of 
tentative theories or hypotheses; 
 to generate new ideas and assumptions; 
  to determine the feasibility of possible future studies to be conducted;  
 refinement of the problem for more systematic investigation and for the formulation 
of new research; and  
 directions for possible future research and techniques to be developed (Eugene & 
Christine, 2013). 
     The advantages of using exploratory research are that 
 the design is a useful approach for gaining background information on a particular 
topic;  
 the design is flexible and can address research questions of all types, for example 
questions like “what, why, and how?”;  
 it provides an opportunity to define new terms and clarify existing concepts;  
 it is often used to generate formal hypotheses and develop more detailed research 
problems; and  
 it assists in establishing research priorities (Eugene & Christine, 2013). 
    The possible disadvantages of using exploratory research is that 
 it generally uses a small sample size which limits the possibility of generalising the 
findings to the population at large; 
 the exploratory nature of the research limits the capacity to make definitive 
conclusions about the findings;  
 the research process behind exploratory research is flexible but often unstructured, 
leading to only tentative outcomes that have restricted value in decision making; 
and  
 lacking the rigorous design criteria applied to methods of data gathering and 
analysis due to the fact that one of the areas for exploration could be to determine 
what method or methodologies could best fit the research problem (Eugene & 
Christine, 2013).                
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     The researcher used this design to gain new insights and to become acquainted with 
the reasons for the experience of occupational stress in student support staff members.       
The researcher explored the reasons for occupational stress and listened to each 
individual’s experiences without restricting the participant in his/her answers.  
 
2.4.3 Descriptive research 
        According to Polit & Hungler (2004), descriptive research refers to research studies 
that have as their key objective the correct description of the characteristics of persons, 
situations or groups. This approach is used to describe variables instead of to test a 
predicted relationship between variables (as stated in Mamabolo, 2009). 
     The study is descriptive as the researcher described the methodology and findings in 
detail and as accurately as possible (De Vos, Strydom, Fouche & Delport, 2002). This 
promotes the trustworthiness of the study. 
     According to Mouton and Marais (1996) the advantages of using a descriptive 
approach in data collection in a qualitative research paradigm is that it allows one the 
opportunity to gather correct data on and offer a clear picture of the phenomenon under 
study (as stated in Mamabolo, 2009).   
 
2.4.4 Contextual research 
     According to Mouton (1998), in a contextual research strategy the phenomenon is 
researched for its inherent and instant contextual significance (in Mamabolo, 2009). Burns 
and Grove (2003) write that contextual research focuses on precise events in naturalistic 
settings (in Mamabolo, 2009). Streubert, Speziale & Carpenter (2003) explain naturalistic 
settings as uncontrolled real-life situations sometimes referred to as field settings (in 
Mamabolo, 2009). The researcher conducted the data collection in the student support 
staff’s natural settings. This assisted with giving the researcher a richer picture of the 
setting in which the student support staff members work. The researcher also gained 
deeper understanding as to the findings because of the opportunity to see the participants 
in their natural setting. According to Streubert, Speziale & Carpenter (2003) research 
done in a natural setting refers to an investigation done in a setting free from manipulation 
(as stated in Mamabolo, 2009).  
     The participants who experience a specific phenomenon will be studied at a specific 
time and location, thus contextualising the study (De Vos, 1998). This study was 
25 
 
contextual since only the student support services staff were interviewed in relation to 
their personal experience of stress. 
 
2.5 RESEARCH POPULATION AND SAMPLING 
     The researcher will now present a description of the research population and sampling 
procedure used in this research study. 
 
2.5.1 Population 
     According to Bailey (1997), the research population is defined as the entire collection 
of persons or objects that meet the criteria set by the researcher. Similarly Powers et al., 
(1985) described a population as a set of individuals in which all the measurements of 
interest to the researcher are presented (as cited in de Vos, Strydom, Fouche & Delport, 
2005).  De Vos et al., (2005) define a population as the totality of persons, events, 
organisation units, case records or other sampling units with which the research problem 
is related. The population of this study were the student support services department staff 
at the FET College in the Southern Cape. The number of student support staff currently 
is 29 staff members including the 11 interns throughout the department. The staff 
members are all professional persons with qualifications in either Psychology, Social 
work, Sports and Recreation, Social development, Finance, Diploma in Management 
Assistance or Human Resources Management and Education.    
 
2.5.2 Sampling Method 
     Sampling encompasses following a rigorous procedure when selecting units of 
analysis from a larger population (du Plooy, 2001). According to Welman & Kruger (2001), 
the researcher usually obtains individuals with whom to conduct interviews by means of 
purposive or snowball sampling. Preference is often given to key informants who, on 
account of their position or experience, have more information than regular group 
members and /or are better able to articulate this information. 
     Sampling is done because the size of the population usually makes it impractical and 
uneconomical to involve all the members of the population in a research project (Welman 
& Kruger, 2001). The sample will consist of elements that contain the most characteristic, 
representative or typical attributes of the population (de Vos et al., 2005). 
     According to de Vos et al., (2005), snowball sampling includes approaching a single 
case that is part of the phenomenon to be studied in order to gain information on other 
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comparable persons. In turn, this person is requested to recognise further persons who 
could make up the sample (de Vos et al., 2005). According to Baker (1988), the researcher 
then continues in this way until a sufficient number of cases have been identified to make 
up the sample (as cited in de Vos, 2005).    
     According to Marshall (1996) convenience sampling is the least laborious technique, 
including the selection of the most accessible participants. It is the lowest cost to the 
researcher, in terms of time, energy and money, but may produce poor quality data and 
lack intellectual credibility (Marshall, 1996).  
     The theoretical sampling process of a qualitative study design means that samples are 
typically theory driven (Marshall, 1996). Theoretical sampling requires building 
explanatory theories from the emergent data and choosing a new sample to examine and 
elaborate on this theory (Marshall, 1996).  
     Purposive sampling was used in this study. This sampling method is one of the most 
widely used sampling strategies. This sample strategy groups participants together 
according to predetermined criteria relevant to a specific study (Mack et al., 2005). The 
sample size depends on the resources and time available, as well as the study’s 
objectives. The sample sizes are often determined by theoretical data saturation (Mack 
et al., 2005). 
      According to Lindlof & Taylor (2011) purposive sampling can be defined as an 
informed judgement about what to observe or whom to interview. Purposive sampling was 
used because the researcher had a set of predetermined criteria relevant to the study and 
wanted an in-depth description of the experiences regarding occupational stress from the 
sample.   
     The inclusion criteria for the sample were both genders, all races and all ethnicities. 
The staff members must have been employed for a minimum of one year in the student 
support services department. The staff members could be from any of the six Southern 
Cape campuses or from the Central office. The inclusion criteria were developed to ensure 
that the participants selected were the best candidates to provide the best possible 
answers. Staff members working as Interns within the student support services 
department were excluded from participation in the study.  
     The researcher invited the student support staff to take part in the research project. 
The researcher ensured that each staff member was aware that participation in the study 
was voluntary. The researcher then selected a minimum of 10 staff members from the 
actual test population of 18 who indicated their willingness to participate. This gave a 
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sample size of plus minus 50% although this is less relevant in qualitative studies than in 
quantitative. The researcher contacted these staff members telephonically and 
determined a suitable time and date for the interview.  The venues for the interviews were 
at the campus where the participants were stationed and in a private area to minimize any 
inconvenience or discomfort to the participants.  
 
2.6 Data collection method 
    According to Burns and Grove (2003), data gathering is the exact, methodical gathering 
of information relevant to the research sub-problems, making use of methods such as 
interviews, participant observation, focus group discussion, narratives and case histories 
(as cited in Mamabolo, 2009). According to Talbot (1995), data collection starts with the 
investigator who determines from where and from whom data will be collected (as cited 
in Mamabolo, 2009). Interviews, participant observation and field notes were used as data 
collection tools in this study and will now be discussed.  
 
2.6.1 Interviews 
     According to de Vos, Strydom, Fouche and Delport (2005) interviews are the main 
mode of data collection in qualitative studies. According to Kvale (in Sewell, 2001) 
qualitative interviews can be defined as the attempts by the researcher to understand the 
world from the participant’s point of view, to unfold the meaning of people’s experiences 
and to uncover their lived world before scientific explanations (as cited in de Vos et al., 
2005). 
According to de Vos et al., (2005), qualitative studies normally use unstructured or semi-
structured interviews. Unstructured interviews are also known as in-depth interviews. 
Unstructured interviews are conducted without utilising any of the researcher’s previous 
information, experience or opinions in a particular area. De Vos et al., (2005) state that 
since human interaction is based on culturally derived structure and meanings that are 
shared to certain extent, it would be extremely difficult for the researcher to approach any 
interview as a completely neutral element. According to May (in Morse, 1991), semi-
structured interviews are described as those organised around areas of particular interest, 
while still allowing considerable flexibility in scope and depth (as cited in de Vos et al., 
2005). Semi structured interviews are established when a researcher knows what the 
literature says about their chosen topic and can map out pertinent questions with possible 
probing sub-questions (James, 2007).  
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     As previously stated, the researcher made use of semi-structured interviews as the 
data collection method together with observations and field notes. The researcher first 
studied the literature relating to the research topic and then made use of key questions 
that guided the interviews. The questions asked were the following: 
(1) Describe to me some of your day-to-day experiences of stressful situations in the 
workplace. 
(2) Describe the factors that contribute to your experiencing stress at work. 
(3) Describe the effect that stress has on you in your work situation. 
(4) What can the College do to help alleviate stress? 
 
The researcher prepared for the interview as follows: 
(1) Made an appointment with each participant at a suitable time for the participant 
(2) Arranged for a private venue to be used as not all Student Support Staff had their 
own offices 
(3) Prepared a digital audio recorder to be used during interview 
 
On the day of the Interview, the researcher followed the steps below: 
(1) Explained the process to the participant once again 
(2) Asked the participant to sign the consent letter that they received to read 
(3) Reminded the participant again that the interview is voluntary and that they can at 
any time end or stop the interview if they feel uncomfortable 
(4) Asked the participant once again if it is in order to use a digital audio recorder 
(5) Thanked the participant for their time and willingness to participate 
 
     The researcher used semi-structured interviews to gain a detailed picture of the 
participant’s beliefs, perceptions and accounts (de Vos et al., 2005). This method gave 
the researcher and the participant more room for flexibility as it allowed the researcher to 
follow up specific interesting information that surfaced during the interview, and the 
participant was able to give a more in-depth description/explanation of statements made. 
Semi-structured interviewing is particularly appropriate when the researcher is interested 
in the intricacy or process, or where a topic is contentious or personal (de Vos et al., 
2005).   
     The researcher had a set of predetermined questions on an interview schedule as 
stated above, to guide rather than to dictate the interviews. Using a set of predetermined 
29 
 
questions helped the participant to share information that is more closely related to the 
research problem. This gave the participant the flexibility to share information the 
researcher had not thought of. The participant is viewed as the expert on the subject 
matter and is allowed maximum opportunity to tell his or her story (de Vos et al., 2005).  
     The researcher conducted individual interviews with each participant. The duration of 
the interview times differed as some of the participants spoke more than others did. 
Generally the interviews were between 8 minutes and 30 minutes each. Participants were 
interviewed until data saturation occurred. Data saturation is the point in the study where 
the researcher starts to hear the same information reported repeatedly and no longer 
learns anything new (de Vos et al., 2005). 
 
2.6.2 Participant observation 
     According to de Vos et al., (2005), participant observation can be defined as a 
qualitative research process that studies the natural and daily situation in a particular 
community or setting.  According to Lindlof and Taylor (2011) participant observation in a 
study develops along two parallel paths; the researchers become increasingly skilled at 
performing routine practices in ways that are honoured by other group members, and they 
create increasingly precise, vivid, detailed and theoretically relevant accounts of this 
experience. To achieve the status of evidence, researchers must first record the 
participant observation, traditionally by writing down their related experiences (Lindlof and 
Taylor, 2011). 
 
2.6.3 Field notes 
     Field notes are a written account of the things the researcher sees, hears, experiences 
and thinks about whilst interviewing the participant (de Vos et al., 2005). According to 
Labaree (2013), these notes are created by the researcher during the qualitative fieldwork 
to remember and record the behaviours, activities, events and other features of the 
participants. Labaree (2013) further states that these notes are intended to be studied by 
the researcher to present meaning and understanding of the culture, social situation, or 
phenomenon being studied. De Vos et al., (2005) advise interviewers to write down their 
impressions immediately after an interview to minimise loss of data. These notes will 
assist the researcher to remember and explore the process of the interview (de Vos et al., 
2005). The researcher made notes immediately after each interview. 
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     According to de Vos et al., (2005), field notes should include both empirical 
observations and interpretations, although the observations and interpretations should be 
kept distinct from each other.  All field notes generally consist of two parts; namely 
descriptive and reflective information. According to Labaree (2013), descriptive 
information is to accurately document the factual data like the setting, actions, behaviours 
and conversations observed. Reflective information is to record your thoughts, ideas, 
questions and concerns as the researcher is making the observations (Labaree, 2013).  
 
The researcher made use of interviews, participant observation and field notes to increase 
the accuracy of the data analysis. This is termed triangulation in qualitative studies - see 
also 2.9 under Credibility on page 32. 
 
2.7 Pilot study 
    A pilot study serves to orientate the researcher towards the research field. In other 
words, it will assist the researcher to formulate the research problem, to plan the modus 
operandi and to determine the range of the study. During the pilot study the researcher 
tests the different avenues of the project on a small scale, not intending yet to generalise 
their findings (de Vos et al., 2005).  
     Another advantage of the pilot study is the testing of the measuring tool. This means 
that additional respondents who meet the inclusion criteria will be taken through the whole 
planned research process to test whether the fundamentals, especially the measuring 
tools (the questionnaire or the interview schedule) and interviewing technique, function as 
planned (de Vos, Strydom, Fouché, Delport, 2005). The feedback will assist the 
researcher to adjust the questionnaire or interview schedule if the piloted participants 
experience any negativity. The researcher also makes adjustments to improve the 
research process after full assessment of the pilot study.  
     Although the researcher originally planned to conduct a pilot study this feature was 
discarded on the advice of the supervisor and another research expert. The reason for 
this was that the sample size was considered adequate together with the researcher’s 
skill as a registered psychology counsellor. 
 
2.8 Data Analysis 
     Data analysis is the procedure of analysing data to determine the results (Lehasa, 
2008). Data analysis decreases, organises and gives meaning to data. Data analysis 
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usually begins together with data collection. The analysis techniques implemented are 
determined primarily by the research objectives, questions or hypotheses (Burns, & 
Grove, 1999). The data will be systematically collected and meanings, themes and 
general descriptions of the experience ascribed within the specific context (de Vos et al., 
2005). The interviews were transcribed verbatim from the audiotape after which Tesch’s 
method of data analysis (Creswell, 1994) was used in this study. 
 
2.8.1 Information on transcribing the interviews before analysis 
     Creswell (1994) describes Tesch’s approach to data analysis as follows: 
 The researcher will get a sense of the whole by reading or listening through all the 
transcriptions. The researcher can then write down some ideas 
 The researcher selects one interview, and goes through it by asking questions like 
‘what is it all about?’, and considering the underlying meaning in the information. 
All thoughts that come up are written in the margin 
 When the researcher has completed this task for all respondents, a list is made of 
all the topics. All the similar topics are then clustered together and formed into 
columns that can be organised into major topics, unique topics and left over topics 
 The researcher takes the list and returns to the data. The topics are abbreviated 
as codes and the codes are then written next to the appropriate segments of the 
text. The researcher tries out these preliminary organising schemes to see whether 
new categories and codes emerge  
 The researcher finds the most descriptive phrasing for the topics and turns them 
into categories. The researcher endeavours to decrease the total list of categories 
by combining all the related topics. Lines are then drawn between the categories 
to show interrelationships 
 The researcher makes a final decision on the abbreviation for each category and 
alphabetises the codes 
 The data material belonging to each category is assembled in one place and a 
preliminary analysis is carried out 
 The researcher recodes existing data if necessary. 
     An independent coder was used to analyse the data in order to promote the 
trustworthiness of the study. The independent coder received the research objectives and 
coded the data independently of the researcher. According to du Plooy (2001), the 
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independent coder should be given detailed definitions, the objectives and aims as well 
as instructions on how to carry out the coding. The researcher and the independent coder 
discussed the identified themes and tried to reach consensus. The results were then 
explained by using the participant’s own words. 
 
2.9 ENSURING TRUSTWORTHINESS (VERIFICATION OF DATA) 
     Guba’s strategies for ensuring trustworthiness or validity were used in this study. 
Lincoln and Guba proposed four constructs that more accurately reflect the assumptions 
of the qualitative paradigm (de Vos et al., 2005). 
These constructs are as follows: 
 Credibility: this is the alternative to internal validity, whereby the goal is to display 
that the investigation was done in such a manner as to ensure that the subject was 
accurately identified and described (de Vos et al., 2005). Validity is the strength of 
the qualitative study that aims to explore a problem or describe a setting, a process; 
a social group or a pattern of interaction will be its validity. The researcher will 
ensure that clear parameters are set and adhered to when conducting the study. 
The following strategies used to ensure credibility include: 
 
o Triangulation. The researcher incorporated more than one method of data 
collection. The researcher made use of interviews, field notes and 
observations. Using these methods assisted with the credibility of the data 
as each method helped the researcher shed more light on various aspects 
of the interview.  
o Tactics to help ensure honesty in informants. According to Shenton (2004) 
each person who is approached should be allowed to decline to participate 
in the study so as to ensure that the data gathering sessions involve only 
the participants who are sincerely eager to take part and who are willing to 
offer information. 
o Qualifications and experience of the investigator. According to Patton (1990) 
the credibility of the researcher is particularly important in qualitative 
research as it is he/she who is the major instrument of data collection and 
analysis (as cited in Shenton, 2004). The researcher has attended 
numerous courses on research methodology and been trained in 
interviewing skills while qualifying as a counsellor. The supervisor has 
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overseen numerous research projects. The research technique was 
approved by University-based authorities as stated in 2.10 below. 
 
 Transferability: Lincoln and Guba propose this as the qualitative alternative to the 
external validity or generalisability, in which the burden of representing the 
applicability of one set of findings to another situation rests more with the 
researcher who would make the transfer than with the original researcher (de Vos 
et al., 2005). Strategies to achieve transferability include selection of the sample, 
comparing the sample to the general population, saturation of data and dense 
description of the findings. The researcher was meticulous and ensured that the 
data is defined appropriately and in a clear manner to be easily understood by the 
reader. This will assist the reader to make comparisons to other similar studies.  
 
 Dependability: this is the qualitative alternative to reliability. The researcher 
attempts to account for the changing circumstances in the phenomenon chosen for 
the study as well as changes in the design created by increasingly refined 
understanding of the setting. This represents a set of assumptions very different 
from those shaping the concept of reliability (de Vos et al., 2005). The researcher 
made use of an independent coder to promote the dependability of the study. 
Triangulation, member checking and the code-recode procedure were the 
strategies of choice. According to Shenton (2004) in order to address dependability 
the researcher should report the processes in detail, thereby enabling future 
researchers to repeat the work. Shenton (2004) further states that such in-depth 
reporting also permits the reader to measure the degree to which appropriate 
research practices were followed. 
 
 Confirmability: is the final construct, and captures the established concept of 
objectivity. Lincoln and Guba stress the need to ask whether the findings of the 
study could be confirmed by another study. By doing so, they remove evaluation 
from some inherent characteristic of the researcher and place it directly on the data 
itself (de Vos et al., 2005). Strategies to achieve conformability include making use 
of an independent coder to ensure that the researcher’s views were objective and 
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unbiased. The independent coder should also ensure that the data collected and 
themes identified are a reflection of the participant and not of the researcher. 
 
2.10 ETHICAL CONSIDERATIONS 
     Ethics can be defined as a set of widely accepted moral principles that offer rules for, 
and behavioural expectations of, the most correct conduct towards experimental subjects 
and respondents, employers, sponsors, other researchers, assistants and students (de 
Vos et al., 2005). These include confidentiality, informed consent, transparency, ethical 
approval, non-maleficence, truthfulness and debriefing.  
     These ethical considerations will be discussed below: 
 Ethical approval. This was sought from the Faculty Research Technology & 
Innovations committee and from the Nelson Mandela Metropolitan University and 
the Public FET College in the Southern Cape. The researcher requested and 
received written approval from the Nelson Mandela Metropolitan University and the 
Public FET College to conduct the study. 
 Confidentiality. The researcher assured the participants that all information 
gathered would be treated as confidential and that they would remain anonymous. 
Identification was done by means of a code that is only known to the researcher. 
The researcher ensured care of the transcripts of the interviews.  
 Informed consent. The participants were informed that participation in the study 
was voluntary, without any implied deprivation or penalty for refusal to participate 
(de Vos, Strydom et al., 2005). The researcher ensured that each participant was 
aware that participation is voluntary and requested a written form of informed 
consent from each participant. This consent included permission to record the 
interview. 
 Transparency. The objectives of the study were communicated to the participants 
before the interviews took place and after the interviews. The researcher furnished 
all the participants with a written letter stating all the intended outcomes of the 
study. 
 Non-maleficence. The researcher ensured avoidance of harm to the participants 
by abiding by the ethical obligation that rested on the researcher to protect the 
participants within reasonable limits (de Vos et al., 2005). The researcher 
communicated to the participants before and during the interview that they were 
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free to stop their participation in the research process at any time if they felt 
uncomfortable, without fear of any negative consequences. Debriefing was also 
made available to further ensure that participants were not harmed (see below). 
 Truthfulness.  The researcher will not deliberately misrepresent facts in order to 
make another person believe what is not true (de Vos et al., 2005). The researcher 
ensured this by being clear at all times and by being truthful. The researcher also 
reinforced this by using a consent form which indicated what the participant can 
expect during the interview. The findings were reported in the participants’ own 
words using extracts from the interviews. 
 Debriefing.  The researcher ensured at the end of each interview that the 
participant was feeling all right and that they had expressed everything they wanted 
to impart. The researcher made sure that each participant was debriefed after the 
interview. This assisted with minimising harm to the participant.  
 
2.11 CHAPTER SUMMARY 
Chapter two displayed the methodology used and the structure in which the study was 
conducted. An in-depth outline of the following topics was discussed; the research 
design, the research population, the sampling method, the data collection method, the 
data analysis and lastly the data verification process. The following chapter will 
describe the findings of the research.   
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CHAPTER 3 
DISCUSSION OF RESULTS AND LITERATURE CONTROL 
 
3.1 INTRODUCTION 
     Chapter two described the research and data analysis process followed in this 
research study. Chapter three will discuss the outcomes that emerged from the interviews 
in concurrence with a literature control which will assist in the substantiation of the 
findings. 
      
 3.2 DEMOGRAPHIC PROFILE OF THE PARTICIPANTS 
     The sample consisted of 10 student support staff. The sample consisted of one (1) 
male and nine (9) female participants. The participants were all from the Southern Cape. 
The staff members were selected from three of the six Southern Cape campuses due to 
their availability and willingness to participate. The age group of the participants ranged 
from 26-48 years. The following table provides more information regarding the 
qualifications and roles of the participants: 
 
TABLE 3.1: QUALIFICATIONS AND ROLES OF THE PARTICIPANTS 
 
Participants: Qualifications: Roles: 
3-Academic Support 
Officers 
1-Maths teacher (with 
remedial background) 
2-English teachers (with 
remedial background) 
Academic support to 
students on a foundational 
level in either English or 
Mathematics.  
3- Student Support Officers 1 Social Work 
1 B Psych Degree 
1 Social Studies 
Personal support, financial 
support, sport & culture, 
health and wellness 
3- Retention Officers 2 Social Sciences 
1 Diploma Finance 
Placement of students in 
private accommodation and 
student absenteeism 
1-Bursary Officer Diploma Finance Financial support to 
students and bursary 
administration 
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3.3 THE OBJECTIVES AND INTERVIEW QUESTIONS OF THIS STUDY WERE: 
3.3.1 Research objectives: 
(1) To explore and describe the reasons why student support staff members 
experience occupational stress. 
(2) To provide recommendations for preventative measures and strategies to address 
occupational stress in student support staff members. 
3.3.2 Interview questions: 
(1) Describe to me some of your day-to-day experiences of stressful situations in the 
workplace. 
(2) Describe the factors that contribute to your experiencing stress at work. 
(3) Describe the effect that stress has on you in your work situation. 
(4) What can the College do to help alleviate stress? 
  
3.4 CONTENT ANALYSIS: THEMES AND SUB-THEMES 
     Data analysis is the procedure of analysing data to determine the results (Lehasa, 
2008). The analysis techniques implemented were determined primarily by the research 
objectives and questions. The data was systematically collected and meanings, themes, 
sub-themes and general descriptions of the experience were identified within the specific 
context. The interviews were transcribed verbatim from the digital recorder after which 
Tesch’s method of data analysis was used. Many factors that contributed to occupational 
stress were identified by the student support staff. The key themes and sub-themes were 
identified out of the interviews conducted with the participant’s and will be displayed in 
table format – see Table 3.2.  
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TABLE 3.2: THEMES AND SUB-THEMES  
THEMES SUB-THEMES 
Theme 1: 
Student support staff identified several factors that 
contributed to occupational stress 
 
 
Student support staff identified: 
1.1 The lack of infrastructure, such as inadequate IT 
provision and support, as complicating their ability to 
adequately perform their duties and preventing their 
optimum work output 
1.2 An increased workload related to the provision of 
bursaries for students and ad hoc additions to job 
descriptions and other various stumbling blocks 
preventing the completion of administrative tasks  
1.3 Communication barriers such as an absence of clear 
guidelines regarding lines of communication between 
staff, departments and management 
1.4 Lack of team work and interdisciplinary assistance 
amongst all staff categories 
1.5 Behavioural and disciplinary problems with the 
students 
1.6 A disconnect between management and staff  leading 
to staff being unable to function to their full potential 
Theme 2: 
Student support staff identified the effect that 
occupational stress has on them. 
 
 
Student support staff experienced the following emotions: 
2.1 Unhappiness and demotivation because they, as 
professional staff, are reduced to the ranks of 
administrators 
2.2 Isolation and loneliness because their role on the 
campus is misunderstood 
2.3 Feelings of being under-valued: a lack of appreciation 
and respect from fellow staff and management 
2.4 Emotional and physical effect 
2.5 Effect  on personal and family life 
Theme 3: 
Student support staff offered suggestions that the college 
could implement to reduce occupational stress. 
Student support staff suggested the following:  
3.1 Improve communication, structured planning and 
concurrent staff integration throughout the college.  
3.2 Ongoing and in-service education to be provided to all 
staff to provide continual upgrading of skills and 
improved work outputs 
3.3 Management needs to work on building a team 
approach and a collective vision for the college by 
giving recognition and showing appreciation  to staff 
members  
3.4 Institute a structured Employee Assistance Programme 
(EAP) and offer debriefing sessions for all support 
staff.  
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3.5 THEME ONE: STUDENT SUPPORT STAFF IDENTIFIED SEVERAL FACTORS 
THAT CONTRIBUTED TO OCCUPATIONAL STRESS 
     The first theme identified in this study was that the student support staff experience 
several factors that contributed to occupational stress. The theme emerged whilst the 
interview process was taking place through the four semi-structured questions. The 
following sub-themes arose from the first theme: lack of infrastructure, increase of 
workload and various stumbling blocks, communication barriers, lack of interdisciplinary 
team work, a disconnect between management and staff, behavioural and disciplinary 
problems with the students. 
 
3.5.1 Sub-theme 1.1: The lack of infrastructure such as inadequate IT provision 
and support as complicating their ability to adequately perform their duties 
and preventing their optimum work output 
     The lack of resources especially office space, dedicated classroom space for 
academic support officers together with IT connectivity were mentioned by most of the 
participants as a contributing factor to their experience of stress. This leads to a lack of 
privacy when the student support staff needs to communicate or do counselling with a 
student. The participants experience the lack of resources as a factor that impacts on their 
ability to complete a task adequately and on time. The lack of office space and IT 
connectivity also contribute to the staff’s experience of frustration and to an inability to 
cope with their work demands. 
     According to Lazarus (1991) stress is regarded as a relationship or transaction 
between individuals and their environment (as cited in Krohne, 2002). According to 
Lazarus and Folkman (1986) psychological stress refers to a relationship with the 
environment that the person appraises as important for his or her well-being and in which 
the demands exceed available coping mechanisms (as cited in Krohne, 2002). 
     The participants made the following comments regarding the lack of infrastructure: 
“I think for me one of the major things is IT connectivity and the problems associated with 
slow ADSL lines, not enough bandwidth and consistent IT problems, that is a big problem 
because when we can’t work on your computers and you are waiting for e-mails and things 
to come in, and you can’t do anything because our work is centred around our PC’s” 
 
 “We can’t circumvented in anyway, even if we want to use our private e-mail addresses, 
we can’t access PC’s so that is one of the major stresses for me” 
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“The fact that the lines drop-off all the time and then this particular box, and then the 
electricity keeps tripping off as well and that throws off” 
 
“The biggest other stressor is definitely bursaries, and that in combination with IT or lack 
of connectivity can make you just blow your roof off” 
 
“It's heavy stuff the first part of the year, the first six months trying to organise it, and … 
systems that are not in place, but we are expected to do them, you know like scanning 
documents for instance for bursaries and things like that. We don't have the infrastructure 
to do the new systems, the pilot schemes, and new systems and things that but we do 
them but that takes its personal toll on you” 
“Also office space is a bit of a challenge for us because of the students come to us, we 
need to counsel, and we need to have space and we need to be private, and there's no 
such thing” 
 
“I didn't have all of the tools I need like um laptop” 
 
“Ah I know class rooms was limited this year ah, but I am, I am one that would like to have 
my own classroom end of the day, because you have so many resources that you cannot 
use because you have to walk up and down, and then you have to face the lecturers 
classrooms and you can’t use their boards because you can’t wipe anything off” 
 
     According to du Toit, Erasmus & Strydom (2010) the sustained survival of humans 
depends on the continuous satisfaction of several needs, both physical and psychological. 
The work that every person of a community does is directly or indirectly linked to need 
satisfaction (du Toit, Erasmus & Strydom, 2010). They further state that even in the most 
secluded populated areas, certain products and services are needed. A need may have 
a physical, psychological or social origin, but regardless of what form it takes, it requires 
satisfaction (du Toit et al., 2010). The participants display both physical and psychological 
needs, which they require to be satisfied. Their physical needs are IT connectivity and 
systems that are in place and working. Their psychological needs are the understanding 
they require from management for the need to assist in providing for their occupational 
needs and to understand the effect that a lack of resources has on their ability to perform. 
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     According to du Toit et al., (2010) resources are the contributions that the organization 
combines to produce the outputs it delivers to its clients. According to du Toit et al., (2010) 
resources of any society are scarce, and can easily be exceeded by its needs. Resources 
are thus the basic contributions in the production of products and services, and are also 
known as production factors (du Toit et al., 2010). According to du Toit et al., (2010) 
operating or physical resources are assets such as raw material, offices, vehicles, 
equipment, and buildings etc. It is thus evident that since resources are the basic 
contributions in delivering services and producing products, not having them would 
hamper service delivery and place a significant degree of stress on the participants and 
employees in general, as they would not be able to produce a product or deliver the 
required services for which they are employed.        
 
3.5.2 Sub-theme 1.2: An increased workload related to the provision of bursaries 
for students and ad hoc additions to job descriptions and other various 
stumbling blocks preventing the completion of administrative tasks 
     People are exposed to many stimuli during the course of their lives. Daft (2008) 
describes these stimuli as stressors that may harvest some combination of frustration and 
anxiety. How people respond to these stressors differs according to their personalities, 
the resources available to assist them in coping, and the context in which the stress occurs 
(Daft, 2008).  An impending deadline will thus be experienced differently depending on 
the degree to which a person likes a challenge, the willingness of  colleagues to team up 
and assist each other succeed, and on family members’ understanding of an employee’s 
need to work over-time, among other factors (Daft, 2008). 
     The student support staff experience a significant amount of increased workload, 
specifically during the registration period and with the administration of bursaries. The 
dates for registration are extended frequently which influences the dates of orientation 
and all the planning that has already been done by the student support staff. The shifting 
of planned dates and arrangements causes a lot of stress and chaos during the beginning 
of the year. Stress is also experienced due to the ad hoc additions to the workload and 
also the various interruptions on a daily basis from management and various 
stakeholders. Another stressor is that management sometimes sets unrealistic deadlines 
for the student support staff without consideration of what is already expected of them. 
The planning of extra classes and timetabling challenges also contributes to feelings of 
stress amongst student support staff.     
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     Task demands can be defined as the stressors arising from the tasks required of a 
person holding a specific job (Daft, 2008). Certain decisions are integrally stressful, such 
as those that are made under time pressure, those that have serious consequences, and 
those that must be made with incomplete information (Daft, 2008). According to Thomas 
& Hersen, (2002), a state of stress is recognised as an imbalance between the perceived 
demand and the perception of one’s ability to meet that demand. The participants 
expressed the following views: 
“Well the late registration of students and the continued registrations of students, because 
you can’t plan anything ahead of time. If you plan orientation dates get shifted you’ve 
arranged guest speakers, you've arranged activities, you’ve  arranged for ice to be  
delivered because you are giving the students Oros,  and it all just goes  pear shaped 
because the dates get shifted, because there are not enough registration.”, 
 
 “You do orientation like we’ve planned for 10 January next year and we just know that 
there's going to be maybe 20 students, so you are prepared for chaos, you are 
consistently prepared for chaos, and you do your best to be organised, and to be 
motivated, and to be prepared, but you just know it’s just not going to happen, it's going 
to be chaos” 
 
     Orientation is planned every year in October for implementation in January the 
following year after registration is completed. Orientation is planned by the student 
support department for all first year students. During orientation, the newly enrolled 
students are introduced to the college staff, Student Representative Council (SRC), 
services available to them and to the student code of conduct. The students also attend 
workshops on HIV/AIDS and alcohol and drugs awareness programmes. After the formal 
orientation programme, the first year students attend a team-building programme where 
fun events are arranged by the SRC. The orientation programme however is postponed 
when the College does not reach the planned enrolment figures for first year students. 
Registration is then prolonged until the college reaches its planned enrolled numbers of 
first-years.   
 
  “If I can mention is that sometimes you feel that when frustrated with the timetable 
especially at my point of work the timetable is prepared at the beginning of the year, or 
the beginning of the term, and the timetable is not too smooth running, and we need to 
43 
 
rearrange that all the time. So on my part that I would be quite stressed because we never 
seem to have a smooth running timetable each term or each quarter.” 
 
     The timetables for the academic support officers are adjusted at the beginning of the 
year when student numbers are not realized as expected. The student support officers 
then have to redo the planning they have set for the year, leading to a delay in the 
orientation of the first years and an unnecessary duplication of effort.   
 
“I think one of the other things is when we get dumped with something with the deadline 
24 hours before the time, and we then have to comply with something. Because we work 
in our own little unit here, the people at central office don't understand our job description 
here on the campus, so we feel we are working our backsides off here on the campus, 
and we’re getting these date deadlines from central office, but we don't have a direct HOD 
or something like that, that monitors us that sits with us to see exactly what we are busy 
with.” 
 
“The consistent interruptions and the walk ins, and the frustrations with all the other work 
that we do, and we suddenly an email with these deadlines that we have to comply with, 
and that's very very difficult. I feel like there's a disconnect in what we are doing and, and, 
and the deadlines that it sets, the lateness of the instructions” 
 
“I would say mostly it is when you plan your day and then you get interrupted by loads of 
other things, queries, you have to go do something else the people come and ask you to 
do something else, and it was not a part of your plan for the day” 
 
     According to du Toit et al., (2010) planning gives direction to the institution. It forces 
the organisation and managers to be future-orientated and allows the organisation to deal 
with changes in the organisational environment. According to du Toit et al., (2010) the 
most vital purpose of planning is that it gives direction to the organisation in the procedure 
(development) of goals and plans. When the organization creates a blueprint of where 
they are heading by means of goals and formulates plans to achieve these goals, 
managers can be guaranteed that the organization is both effective and efficient (du Toit 
et al., 2010). Further to this, du Toit et al., (2010) state that planning focuses all events in 
an organization in the same direction, to achieve the company’s goals effectively and 
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efficiently. If all the employees are aware of the goals they have to meet, they can organise 
their activities. This will assist in support and teamwork (du Toit et al., 2010). According 
to du Toit et al., (2010) during the planning process managers can frame organizational 
goals and plans at numerous levels of the organization. These goals and plans later 
enable control (du Toit et al., 2010). The literature emphasises the importance of planning 
and how good planning can influence an organization to reach its goals. The participants 
felt that the lack of adequate planning from management influences their day-to-day 
operations. The last- minute requests cause a disruption to the flow of their tasks at hand.  
 
3.5.3 Sub-theme 1.3: Communication barriers such as an absence of clear 
guidelines regarding lines of communication between staff, departments and 
management 
     According to Daft, (2008) communication can be defined as the process by which 
information is shared and understood by two or more persons, typically with the intent to 
motivate or influence behaviour. 
     The student support staff mentioned the stress surrounding the fact that there is no 
proper communication between the departments and management. They also mentioned 
that they do not receive a response when they email or leave messages for other 
departments or for management. The following responses refer to this perception: 
“Communication is one of them, if we can understand, that this is how we communicate, 
who are we supposed to be communicating with when we need assistance in certain 
order, because this year we were subscribed with the HOD of academic or HOD's 
seemingly. There is no clear boundary on what we are supposed to be discussing with 
them and we don't actually know what it is all about.” 
 
“There is a line manager that we also need to let know of our activities. So we don't have 
clarity in terms of who to communicate with and what to communicate with. Sometimes 
we would write an e-mail and CC all of them and sometimes it's just a verbal agreement 
and then you don't know if the line manager knows or the HOD is also supposed to be the 
one who knows about this so the lines of communication are not very clear.” 
 
“People don't really talk to each other. They don't need to be friends, but they don't talk to 
each other, and I think that communication in general is very poor between departments, 
between colleagues.”  
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“Communication is really a big, I think it's a big factor, because without communication 
the workload will get very confusing, and I think it could be done better than it is now like 
our e-mails is fine, but they don't respond, the respond time is not always effective or 
efficient the way I would like it.” 
“The group that I work with is very nice and we can communicate well together, but I think 
that sometimes our seniors are not always aware of what is happening, because they're 
not much involved. Then I think central office, I think they don't know the situation that we 
are always in, so they will say implement something to help us, but they don't always know 
what is happening on our level, and the work that we are doing” 
     According to Grobler and Warnich et al., (2006), all organisations depend on effective 
communication. They further state that communication is the glue that binds many 
elements, coordinates activities, allows people to work together and produce results. 
According to Noe (2010), when an organisation fails to communicate effectively with all 
its employees, it can cause chaos and create a difficult working environment where 
significant breakdown of communication will occur. This type of environment that has a 
breakdown in communication will cause decreased productivity and can be destructive 
(Noe, 2010). A major difficulty with communication in the workplace is the capacity to 
share information with various departments in an organisation (Noe, 2010). If the 
message is not the same to all employees and they hear conflicting information, it will 
change the message the organisation is trying to get across (Noe, 2010). The main 
message needs to be the same to all employees or major conflict could develop within 
the organisation (Noe, 2010).  
      Organisational communication typically flows in three directions, namely upwards, 
downwards and horizontally (Daft, 2008). According to Daft, (2008) managers are 
responsible for establishing and maintaining formal channels of communication in these 
three directions. Downward communication refers to the messages and information sent 
from top management to juniors in a downwards direction (Daft, 2008). Managers can 
communicate downward to employees in many different ways. Some of the most common 
formats are speeches, messages in company newsletters, e-mails, bulletin boards and 
policy and procedural manuals (Daft, 2008). Upward communication includes messages 
that flow from the lower to the higher levels in the company’s hierarchy (Daft, 2008). 
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According to Daft (2008), horizontal communication is the lateral or diagonal sharing of 
messages amongst co-workers or peers, and may occur within or across departments. 
The aim of horizontal communication is not only to notify but also to request support and 
to coordinate activities (Daft, 2008).  
     Daft (2008) distinguishes between two types of barriers to communication, namely 
Individual and organisational barriers. Daft (2008) specifies four barriers within the 
individual barrier grouping. Firstly, interpersonal barriers that include problems with 
emotions and views held by personnel (Daft, 2008). Secondly, choosing the wrong 
channel or medium for sending a communication can be problematic. Thirdly, semantics, 
which pertains to the meaning of words and the way they are used. Fourthly, sending 
inconsistent cues between verbal and nonverbal communications, this will confuse the 
receiver (Daft, 2008).  
     Within the organisational grouping Daft (2008) highlights five barriers. The first barrier 
relates to status and power differences. Secondly, differences across departments in 
terms of needs and goals interfere with communication. Each department perceives 
challenges in its own terms (Daft, 2008). Thirdly, the absence of formal channels 
decreases communication effectiveness. Fourthly, the communication flow may not fit the 
team’s or the institution’s tasks. According to Daft (2008), if a centralised communication 
structure is used for non-routine tasks, not enough information will be disseminated to 
solve challenges. The company, department or team is most effective when the total of 
communication flowing among employees fits the task. The final communication barrier is 
poor coordination, so that different departments of the organisation work in isolation 
without knowing and understanding what other sections are doing. Top managers are out 
of touch with lower levels, or departments and sections are poorly coordinated so that 
workers do not understand how the system works together as a whole (Daft, 2008).   
 
3.5.4 Sub-theme 1.4: Lack of team work and interdisciplinary assistance amongst 
all staff categories 
     According to Daft (2008), a team is a unit of two or more persons who interact and 
coordinate their work to accomplish a specific goal. The most important skill required for 
effective team management is managing the conflict that arises amongst members (Daft, 
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2008). Conflict refers to incompatible interactions, in which one person attempts to block 
the intentions or goals of another (Daft, 2008).  
     According to Human Capital Management (2006), employment relations refer to the 
manner in which management handles the relationship between themselves and 
employees. Managing the relationship between employers and employees through a well- 
developed policy, not only promotes industrial peace, but also assists to build a positive 
and productive working environment and allows employees to contribute to the business 
aims of the organisation (Human Capital Management, 2006).     
     According to Daft (2008), the concepts and principles of organisational behaviour are 
essential to managers because in every organisation people ultimately make the 
decisions that control how the organisation acquires and uses resources. The staff may 
cooperate with, compete with, support or undermine one another. Their views and feelings 
about themselves, their colleagues and the organisation shape what they do and how well 
they do it (Daft, 2008). Managers can exercise leadership to achieve positive outcomes, 
when they understand what causes people to behave as they do. 
     The participants reported that a factor leading to stress is that they experience a lack 
of team work between the different staff members. They mentioned that there is no 
support when they need it from any other staff members; they feel as if everyone works 
for their own best interest. They also stated that some staff members do not confront them 
when there is an issue, but rather gossip about it or discuss the matter in staff meetings 
without first discussing it with the relevant person. The participants also felt that the 
manner in which some of the staff members communicate with each other is 
unprofessional. This caused significant stress and despondency in the working 
environment. This was reflected in the following responses: 
“We are not working as a team, it’s like everybody's doing their own thing for their own 
best interest, it's like we're one college, one campus, but we are not working together for 
one goal that is for the student well-being, it's like we are working against one another, 
the lecturers are against the support staff, or the cleaners are against admin staff.” 
 
“It’s the way that people talk to each other, I do not think it's professional at all, and I think 
that if you cross that line, I think that people will be more attentive and appreciated it more 
if you tell him ‘Johnny you're not doing your work’… it's the way you speak to people, the 
respect is not there and then feelings get hurt, and then it gets personal and that causes 
friction between staff members, in the whole staff”  
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“People is not open and honest with each other, it's like, like I said before, they're not here 
to help, like if they don't know something, but they won't come and ask you, they would 
just make assumptions.” 
 
“Basically just um people not working together, ah the way people, um management at 
the campus and the, ah um approach the way they talk to you, yah they don't listen ah to 
you and um that's it” 
 
     According to Daft (2008), interpersonal demands are a factor in stress. Interpersonal 
demands are stressors associated with relationships in the organisation. Even though 
interpersonal relationships can ease stress, they can also be a cause of stress when a 
group puts pressure on a person or when conflict arises between individuals (Daft, 2008). 
Similarly to Daft, Thomas & Hersen (2002) speak of the influence of interpersonal 
demands. Thomas & Hersen (2002) state that interpersonal influence can distract, irritate 
or boost confidence or self-esteem. According to the participants, the interpersonal 
influence at the campuses has a negative influence on their working environment. The 
lack of team work and support plays a role in the participants’ job satisfaction. It also 
makes performing their daily tasks more difficult as they require the support of other staff 
members to complete certain areas of their job.     
 
3.5.5 Sub-theme 1.5: Behavioural and disciplinary problems with the students 
     The participants responsible for student retention and academic support mentioned 
that student discipline was a major stressor in their day-to-day functioning. The student’s 
class attendance and commitment is very poor. This influences the participants’ job 
output, as they will present low statistics at the end of the month due to students not being 
present in their classes. The participants responsible for retention of students are also 
expected by certain staff members to walk around the campus and tell students to attend 
classes when they are bunking classes. According to the participants, the students do not 
listen and are disrespectful towards them and other staff members who approach them. 
The participants responsible for retention and academic support also feel that the 
students’ absenteeism/tardy class attendance reflects badly on their work as they are 
responsible for the retention of the students. The participants also feel that the fact the 
49 
 
students receive so many things gratis plays a role in their behaviour. The following 
statements were made by the participants:   
 
“You have students walking in here at 10 o'clock and then you ask them why you only 
coming in now, and they say we only have class now; so they've been sitting on the 
opposite side of the road and you have to go out because it's your job now, and you have 
to go out and say please come in because it’s businesses on the other side there, and it's 
a bad reflection on the their businesses” 
 
“Lecturers that have asked me to go and look for the students on the corner there at the 
shops, and I have to do it… I can say it's not my job, so I have to go there and asked them 
to come into class.” 
 
“Just the students wandering around on the campus and not being in class yah that's a 
huge stress for the lecturers and for everyone on this campus” 
 
“Because you have a truancy officer on the campus but there is still students wondering 
about, and it reflects badly on the truancy officer… it looks as if you don't do your job” 
 
“There must be some kind of a discipline for them if they don't attend class, then this will 
happen, or that will happen, I won't get that, and also that I think that it's because 
everything is for free that this thing is so out of order that's why” 
 
3.5.6 Sub-theme 1.6: A disconnect between management and staff leading to staff 
being unable to function to their full potential 
     The participants mentioned that they feel that there is a disconnect between the 
employees and management. They mentioned that management is not truly aware of 
what they do on a daily basis on the campus. They further stated that management from 
the central office gives instructions to the campus at short notice and expect things to be 
done, without considering the workload of the campus staff. There is also a lot of 
frustration for the participants because they receive instructions from more than one 
manager. They have to follow instructions from their direct line manager who is stationed 
at the Central office as well as follow instructions from their campus manager and from 
senior management on certain occasions. This leads to a lot of conflict as they sometimes 
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do not know whose instructions to follow when they receive different instructions. 
According to Daft (2008), role conflict occurs when an individual perceives incompatible 
demands from others.  
     The participants also feel that they do not receive adequate support from management 
to perform optimally. According to Quick, Murphy & Hurrell (1992) the presence of support 
from the manager improves and alters the impact of otherwise stress-producing events 
so that they have a weaker experience with stress. This is consistent with the findings of 
Russell et al., (1987) that manager support correlated with job-related stress in explaining 
burnout among teachers (as cited in Quick et al., 1992). According to the participants, 
they do not receive enough support from their managers causing them a lot of stress when 
they have to deal with certain situations.  According to Quick et al.,(1992) managers are 
inimitably positioned to be a source of support. Cohen and Wills (1985) suggested three 
factors that contribute to employee protection: information, support and esteem (as cited 
in Quick et al., p. 44). According to Quick et al., (1992) the manager can assist with all 
three of these factors in the work situation. Positive feedback from management offers 
information and nurtures esteem. Support can be either emotional or material. Manager 
attention and positive feedback offer the emotional constituent. Combining all three 
factors, information, support and esteem can assist the individual alter the stress-
producing situation (Quick et al., 1992). The following statements highlight the above: 
 
“People at central office don't understand our job description here on the campus” 
“We are working in our own unit and we are not working directly under management we 
feel like, I feel like there's a disconnect in what we are doing and the deadlines that it sets, 
the lateness of the instructions” 
“Well through the campus unit there are demands made via via top management in central 
office so we are exposed to that stressor, we are complying with that stressor as a campus 
staff member. Then we have our own unit and we have those um stressors coming 
through from a different sector of management, so we're stuck with two managerial 
positions and then we have the campus head as well; so and they all don't know what 
we're doing you know” 
“When you don't get true participation from your management team, when they don't really 
understand what support is all about, and then not supportive about what we do and what 
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we want to do, or maybe they don't have the time or maybe they don't really understand 
and then really all the extra things people want you to do that is not really your task, I 
would say that's making me stressed” 
“When clients come to me with queries that I am not able to answer and then there are 
people who can answer it but they don't respond to my e-mails or to my phone calls” 
“I think that most of the times it is more that there are few things that's out of my hands 
for example I can get an answer like from seniors, but sometimes it takes longer than is 
needed. Sometimes it's very urgent and obviously those people that want an answer but 
I can’t give them an answer because I have to wait. I think those sort of situations make 
my work more sense stressful because I don't have all the answers” 
“Sometimes it is difficult to get hold of my seniors at the college. I need the seniors to be 
involved more in the situations and when they are not here, it becomes more complicated, 
very complicated or sometimes my workload, if I approach them and I explained the 
situation most of the times its just given back to me, so I have two solve the situation 
which we could have both done.” 
     According to du Toit et al., (2010), communication is an essential element of leading. 
Effective leadership depends on continuous communication between managers and their 
staff. Good communication is beneficial to good relations between managers and 
individual employees, groups, teams and ultimately, the organization (du Toit et al., 2010). 
Similarly, Bergh and Theron (2009) describe communication as a fundamental social 
process because it is only through communication that one establishes relationships with 
other people. The participants have all stated that there are huge communication barriers, 
and also a lack of, or late response from management. This could be a possible cause for 
the disconnect that the participants feel between themselves and management.   
 
3.6 THEME TWO: STUDENT SUPPORT STAFF IDENTIFIED THE EFFFECT THAT 
OCCUPATIONAL STRESS HAS ON THEM  
     The second theme identified concerns the effect that occupational stress has on 
student support staff. Stress can be defined as a discrepancy between a person’s 
perceived state and a desired state when such a discrepancy is considered important by 
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the employee (Grobler, Warnich, Carrell, Elbert, & Hatfield, 2006). According to Grobler 
et al., (2006) stress affects an employee in two ways namely, psychological and physical 
wellbeing as well as the employee’s efforts to cope with the stress by preventing or 
reducing it. According to Daft (2008) stress is a person’s physiological and emotional 
response to external stimuli that place physical or psychological demands on the person 
and create uncertainty and lack of personal control when important outcomes are at stake. 
Further to these explanations, Thomas & Hersen (2002) define stress as a physical or 
psychological stimulus which, when imposed upon a person, produces psychological 
strain or disequilibrium. 
 
3.6.1 Sub-theme 2.1: Unhappiness and demotivation that they as professional    
         staff are reduced to the ranks of administrators 
     The participants expressed their unhappiness and feelings of demotivation because 
they feel that as professional staff they are reduced to the ranks of administrators. 
Motivation is the driving force behind human resources (Grobler et al., 2006). According 
to Grobler et al., (2006) motivation is defined as the force that energises behaviour, gives 
direction to behaviour and underlies the tendency to persist, even in the face of one or 
more obstacles. Grobler et al., (2006) further state that motivators are, to a large extent, 
specific to the individual. The manager should thus attempt to meet the employee’s 
important needs or basic requirements for working productively. The participants feel that 
they are not performing the role that they studied for or would want to perform. They also 
feel that they are not receiving the necessary respect as a professional person from the 
rest of the staff and managers. They feel that the paperwork is boring and that it is not 
stimulating them professionally. The following statements report on this: 
 
“Bursaries are frustrating, because you feel that you are reduced to admin clerks here, 
and we haven't studied psychology for a particular reason of going through paperwork, 
realms and realms and realms of banal boring paperwork, so it doesn't do anything for 
the spirit of somebody who wants to work more towards a psychology of somebody or to 
assist people in workshops” 
“The students instinctively know and they can see and start identifying you as the bursary 
officer, so you lose your role as the student support officer and you just get seen as a 
53 
 
normal bursary officer, and then suddenly you’ve got to go back to the students and 
redevelop the relationship again because they've got the roles confused, and you get role 
conflict which is very difficult to manage”  
“I shouldn't even be here because where I am now doesn't produce the kind of person 
that I want to be “ 
“I also know if I could achieve from the results of the students, I have made a marker for 
myself and for myself potential for everyone else who's watching to actually respect me. 
So I feel over time it might make me feel that I'm losing out on respect, on professional 
respect that I'm talking about, as a result I don't feel I have a bigger role to play anymore” 
“We are just bursary, we are administrative officers so it's a complete conflict in what we 
were trained to do, and that does not bode well for us, because you feel like you may as 
well have matric and just to be an admin clerk, so there is a reduction in, its demeaning, 
it demeans us, its demeaning to to sit and go through paperwork” 
     According to Herzberg, Mausner and Snyderman (1959), job content was found to be 
associated with motivation and job satisfaction (as cited in Bergh & Theron, 2009). In 
literature, job content usually relates to internal motivation, stemming from needs inherent 
to the individual (Bergh & Theron, 2009). It might, however, be seen as an external 
motivator, in that it involves the structure or design of the work, but has an effect on the 
intrinsic motivation of the individual doing the job (Bergh & Theron, 2009). The participants 
feel that the additional administrative tasks expected of them reduces them in the eyes of 
other staff and students to the status of administrative workers. They do not feel any job 
satisfaction currently, which influences their motivation negatively. They also feel that the 
job currently is not satisfying their inherent need to work within their specific fields of 
expertise e.g. psychology, education etc.    
3.6.2 Sub-theme 2.2: Isolation and loneliness because their role on the campus is 
misunderstood 
     The participants feel isolated at the campus as they are the only people responsible 
for the specific tasks that they have to do on a daily basis. They also feel that the other 
staff members do not understand or really know what their role is on the campus. 
According to Daft (2008) task demands also cause stress because of role ambiguity, 
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which means that individuals are not sure what task behaviours are expected of them. 
This is indicated by the following responses: 
 
“Because we work in our own little unit here, the people at central office don't understand 
our job description here on the campus” 
“I think it does have [to do] with the role confusion, as we know role confusion causes 
stress and this is a very big campus, we're talking about with 1000 students, and um, and 
we need a very clear definition of, of who we are on campus. We have lost that identity I 
think, so we've been taken over by a completely new process, that which we thought we 
were doing was completely taken away from us in terms of enriching the students’ 
academic life, no longer is the case” 
“There seems to be a tendency… with us not knowing what we are supposed to do, and 
what the lecturing staff are supposed to do. There is misunderstanding in that part of the 
lecturers, think that we are here to continue on where they left off in class, and yet we are 
not supposed to continue where they left off” 
“I think that you become you feel sort of isolated in your workspace because people don't 
understand you or they don't buy into what you doing or what you're trying to do or what 
you're planning they don't support so you feel sort of isolated” 
     According to Bergh and Theron (2009) a person demonstrates role identity by 
presenting attitudes and actual behaviours that are consistent with a role. A person has 
the capability to change roles rapidly when identifying that the circumstances and its 
demands require changes (Bergh & Theron, 2009). The participants do not identify with 
the role that they are currently in. They do not see themselves as administrators. 
     According to Bergh & Theron (2009), role conflict arises when a person is confronted 
by inconsistent role expectations. The individual finds that compliance with one role 
requirement might result in greater difficulty in conforming to another. The extreme case 
would be an event in which two or more role expectations are equally contradictory (Bergh 
& Theron, 2009). According to Bergh & Theron (2009), role conflict tends to escalate inner 
tension and frustration to which people respond in different ways. The participants 
experience role conflict which causes them a lot of frustration, unhappiness, demotivation 
and stress. They feel that the role of counsellor and bursary officer is contradictory, 
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because in the one role they are required to be supportive and understanding and in the 
other they are required to be strict and enforce discipline and rules. The participants are 
not averse to helping in crunch situations but bursary administration and other 
administrative tasks are not their primary role on campus.  
3.6.3 Sub-theme 2.3: Feelings of being under-valued: a lack of appreciation and 
respect from fellow staff and management 
     The participants felt that they are not being valued by the college staff and 
management. They feel that they are not appreciated by the college management and 
that the work that they do, and the extra effort that they put in is not being recognised by 
management. This in turn leaves them feeling demotivated, and unappreciated. The 
following statements have been made by the participants and highlight their feelings: 
 “Student support services has always been side lined” 
“Student support is not seen as pivotal in a student's success. We never get 
acknowledged, ever, we just  get dumped with all the odd jobs which I mean, 
acknowledgement is one of those things, but it would also be nice just to be respected as 
somebody who does contribute to a student’s success and not just bursaries (clerks)” 
“you get the feeling from top management down that they don't value their staff, you get 
it on the campus and you get the feeling from a top to down they don't value the people. 
I'm not saying that we want praises and stuff but that they value you as a person, as a 
staff member. Seems to be that you to do this because I say so, you get the sense that 
the people don't care anything for us, they don't care about us, and I think that something 
must be done in terms of that because if you uplift your people then they will produce 
better results” 
“Okay one thing I can think of now is that some of the senior management they do not 
recognise the work that we do” 
     The success of any organization depends on its employees. No job can overcome an 
employee’s lack of interest or willingness. If the employee has no interest in the job, and 
shows no care or pride in their job, then no effort will be exerted. According to Noe (2010) 
effective organisations produce an atmosphere where employees feel valued. Nurturing 
an open communication environment is essential so that every employee has the 
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opportunity to share ideas and to be heard. Successful companies openly communicate 
that they appreciate all ideas and contributions (Noe, 2010).    
 
3.6.4 Sub-theme 2.4: Emotional and physical effects 
     According to Daft (2008), stress is a person’s physiological and emotional response to 
external stimuli that place physical or psychological demands on the person and create 
uncertainty and lack of personal control when important outcomes are at stake. Further 
to these explanations, Thomas & Hersen (2002) define stress as a physical or 
psychological stimulus which, when imposed upon a person, produces psychological 
strain or disequilibrium. 
     The participants mentioned that stress affected them in many different ways and 
caused ripple effects in many different areas of their lives. They mentioned that they felt 
exhausted mentally and physically, burned out, that the stress was taking a personal toll 
on them, they felt a reduction in their status, depleted/drained, nervous, tearful, frustrated, 
broken, isolated, feelings of guilt and disappointment, not wanting to come to work, 
internal stress, insomnia and powerlessness. The following responses express the 
participants’ feelings: 
 
“Well definitely burnout, definitely burnout, definitely there's the potential for a type of 
burnout scenario in the first semester of every year because of the stress of bursaries” 
 
“Definitely, definitely I mean if I didn't go to my GP this year and get medication I would've, 
it would have, I would've ended up in a lunatic asylum; it's heavy stuff the first part of the 
year” 
 
“I feel like I have been I've been broken, my limbs have been broken I cannot achieve my 
full potential” 
 
“You feel sort of isolated in your workspace” 
 
“You feel drained and also a bit disappointed in yourself” 
 
“I could feel that my health was going back, was going backwards” 
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“Ah let's, ah I just don’t feel like coming to work, internal stress, I feel stressed out. I feel 
tired and sometimes I can't even sleep at night because I think about this stuff, and I don't 
know what I must do, on the other side I have quit smoking and then I started again” 
 
     According to Farber (1983), burnout can be characterised by physical depletion, 
feelings of helplessness and hopelessness, emotional drain, development of negative 
self-concept, and negative attitudes toward work, life, and other people (as cited in 
Sidwaba, 2004). According to Daft (2008), too much stress is associated with many 
negative consequences, including sleep disturbances, drug and alcohol abuse, 
headaches, ulcers, high blood pressure and heart disease. Individuals who experience 
the negative effects of stress may become irritable or withdrawn from interactions with 
their colleagues, take excess time off, and have more health issues. According to Grobler 
et al., (2006), intestinal distress, rapid pulse rate, frequent illness, insomnia, persistent 
fatigue, irritability, nail biting, lack of concentration, increased use of alcohol and drugs 
and hunger for sweets may be warning signs of stress. Grobler et al. (2006) further state 
that high stress situations often lead to high levels of absenteeism, staff turnover, 
grievances, accidents and chemical dependency.  
 
     Selye (1950, 1956) identified three phases of the general adaptation syndrome 
namely, the alarm reaction, the resistance stage and the exhaustion stage (as cited in 
Rice, p. 23). The alarm reaction encompasses an initial shock phase and a consequent 
counter-shock phase (as cited in Krohne, 2002). In the resistance stage the symptoms of 
the alarm reaction fade, which indicates the organism’s adaptation to the stressor (as 
cited in Krohne, 2002). According to Selye (1976) if the organism is not able to return to 
a normal level of resistance or the initial affront is too overwhelming, a third stage, the 
stage of exhaustion occurs (as cited in Rice, p. 23-24). Judging from the cited comments, 
the participants feel that they have reached this final stage and have labelled it “burn out” 
  
 3.6.5 Sub-theme 2.5: Effects on personal and family lives 
     The participants mentioned the effect that occupational stress had on their personal 
and family lives. Some participants felt that the work imposed on their family time, because 
they felt that it was difficult to shut down after work when they got home. This would 
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influence how they talk to their family members, and could influence how they would 
respond to things outside their working environment. The participants made the following 
statements: 
 “I don't think it's fair that we go home to our families and that we end up as a bunch of 
nerves and crying on the couch in our family time with those people that are most 
important to us, because the college has sucked us dry, and there hasn't been a system 
in place for us to go and debrief or to have supervision”  
“It's affecting the way I act at home with my family, sometimes I'm just rude because I am 
so stressed, and now they come with their stuff, and then I take it out on them” 
“I had to work late I was tired my marriage was like under a lot of stress as well” 
     According to Warren and Toll (1993) people’s lives do not sort things neatly in 
compartments as we would wish them to do. It thus becomes easy for work stressors to 
roll over into the other areas of our lives (as cited in Soji, 2005). This is evident in the 
participants lives, as they often take home the stressful situations they experienced at 
work, influencing their family and personal lives in a negative way. 
3.7 THEME THREE: STUDENT SUPPORT STAFF OFFERED SUGGESTIONS 
THAT THE COLLEGE COULD IMPLEMENT TO REDUCE OCCUPATIONAL 
STRESS.   
     The participants made suggestions regarding how to reduce occupational stress for 
student support staff. The participants suggested the following interventions: to improve 
communication and have structured planning and integration throughout the college; on-
going and in-service education to all staff members; management to build a team 
approach and give recognition to staff and to implement a fully functioning EAP. The 
suggestions given by the participants focused on the areas that caused them to 
experience the most occupational stress. 
 
3.7.1 Sub-theme 3.1: Improve communication, structured planning and concurrent 
staff integration throughout the college.  
    The participants all felt that there are communication barriers between departments 
and between management and staff that contribute to a lot of stress. They felt that these 
59 
 
barriers should be addressed and that communication should be improved on all levels. 
The following statements reflect the views of the participants: 
 “I think that the big thing’s communication, people don't really talk to each other they don't 
need to be friends, but they don't talk to each other and I think that communication in 
general is very poor between departments between colleagues” 
“Clear communication to all departments as to what the others do, and so they know to. 
Then maybe meetings, ja where people could talk to each other and say what they need 
to do and what needs to be done so that everyone is clear on their roles” 
     Participants in general felt that the communication at the college should be improved 
and that communication between departments and management should be addressed. 
The participants also felt that planned events should remain as is, and dates should not 
be shifted as this causes a lot of chaos and stress. This will be discussed in greater detail 
in Chapter four. 
3.7.2 Sub-theme 3.2: Ongoing and in-service education to be provided to all staff to 
provide continual upgrading of skills and improved work outputs 
     The participants all felt that more training should be made available to all staff members 
to improve the level of skills they currently have. This would also alleviate some of the 
stressors that are experienced by the participants as they would be more capacitated to 
deal with certain issues. The following statements reflect this view: 
“Yes another point is trainings of the academic support staff it could be constant. I'm very 
appreciative of the training that we're doing this year based on learning disabilities. It 
doesn't have to be trainings from higher education institutions like UNISA or anything, but 
if we can have consistent learning activities with the support service providers, then that 
could also work” 
 
“If we can also have opportunity of being developed are capacity being developed and 
put into practical terms that would be highly appreciated” 
 
     According to Weinbach (1994) staff development is beneficial in addressing 
challenging situations and with supplying staff with the new or updated learning required 
to function in their changing work environment (as cited in Soji, 2005).  
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3.7.3 Sub-theme 3.3: Management needs to work on building a team approach and 
a collective vision for the college by giving recognition and showing 
appreciation to staff members  
     Most of the participants felt that there is not a sense of team spirit amongst the different 
staff members. They did not feel that the staff members worked together to accomplish a 
collective goal. The participants felt that the different staff members worked in isolation 
and were only focused on accomplishing their own goals. They do not feel that they 
receive support from other members of staff. They thus felt that the College should work 
on building a team approach and facilitating a collective vision.  
     The participants also felt that they do not receive any recognition for exemplary work. 
They also felt that they are not valued by management or by any of the other staff 
members. They thus felt that it would be good for the college to introduce a system where 
staff receives recognition when deserved. They also highlighted that if the staff are uplifted 
they will produce better results. The following statements from the participants reflect the 
abovementioned views: 
“Don’t know in terms of that what we can do maybe some training or teambuilding and 
stuff things that could be done for that”  
“I think that for student support services some recognition would be nice” 
3.7.4 Sub-theme 3.4: Institute a structured Employee Assistance Programme 
(EAP) and offer debriefing sessions for all support staff. 
     The participants suggested that it would be good for the College to implement an 
employee assistance programme. This would assist all the staff members with a holistic 
approach to their wellbeing. The EAP will assist the staff with the stress that they are 
currently experiencing. The following statements express the participants’ feelings: 
“And then of course the employee wellness program definitely comes into it for us, 
because we with the counselling and the issues that we deal with, and we do deal with 
heavy issues, it gets heavy. Sometimes when you get a student coming up and you hear 
this kid’s coming, you think ‘oh no(sighs)not another counselling session, I can't cope with 
that’ and you know it's going to be a heavy thing, you know it’s going to be a heavy issue, 
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because that's the nature of our students. We are not dealing with a little issue here, we 
are dealing with the issues of HIV/AIDS, and dealing with death of family members, of 
mothers, of young children supporting their siblings and studying, and struggling with 
transport and financial issues, um um those are the big things; we are dealing with 
HIV/AIDS “ 
“I think we definitely need our debriefing sessions, definitely we definitely need debriefing” 
     The College could assist their staff by implementing a wellness programme, but before 
they can establish this they should first develop a wellness policy. According to Grant and 
Brisbin (1992), this policy should express the commitment of the employer’s management 
team to employee health and wellness. The policy should also outline the expectations of 
the employer in respect of the employee’s involvement in the wellness programme. The 
wellness policy must be supported by all levels of management and staff. Thereafter a 
wellness programme must be considered a part of normal business operations. Wellness 
activities should be viewed with the same importance as any other activity in which the 
employer and employee would normally participate (Grant & Brisbin, 1992).  
     According to Grant & Brisbin (1992) there are three essential phases to a 
comprehensive workplace wellness program. These phases are a Needs assessment, 
Implementation of specific programmes designed to address the assessed needs, and 
thirdly, ongoing Evaluation of the employee population in terms of goal attainment and 
future needs. A workplace wellness programme is not a fixed programme, which once 
implemented never needs revision. It is a flowing activity that changes as the needs of the 
employees change (Grant & Brisbin, 1992).  
     The college should ensure that all three phases are based upon realistic goals and 
objectives relative to individual workplace staff members, as well as estimated time lines 
for achievement of goals. Each phase must include an ongoing evaluation of methods, 
objectives, results and employee acceptance to ensure optimum programme 
effectiveness and flow. Integrating these three phases into the calendar year is important 
to ensure smooth operation with normal budgetary projections, and also the 
implementation of this project.  
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3.8 CHAPTER SUMMARY 
     Chapter three discussed the outcomes that emerged from the interviews and 
discussed in depth the process of data analysis. The outcomes that emerged were 
discussed in concurrence with a literature control which assisted in the substantiation of 
the findings. The concluding chapter, Chapter four will discuss the summary, conclusion 
and the recommendations.     
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CHAPTER 4 
SUMMARY, LIMITATIONS, CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 
 
4.1 INTRODUCTION 
     Chapter three discussed the outcomes that emerged from the interviews in 
concurrence with a literature control that will assist in the substantiation of the findings. 
Chapter four will conclude the research and will summarise the study. It will further discuss 
the conclusions reached and the recommendations of the study.  
 
4.2 SUMMARY OF THE RESEARCH PROCESS 
     The main purpose of this study was to explore the factors that contribute to 
occupational stress as experienced by the student support staff in a Further Education 
and Training (FET) College in the Southern Cape. The researcher chose this study 
because no studies have been conducted relating to this specific target group. There is 
also no literature available regarding this specific target group. The student support staff 
has, over the past few years, displayed many symptoms of stress. The researcher then 
investigated the background of the student support services and the available literature 
and decided on this topic.  
     The study used a qualitative, exploratory, descriptive and contextual research design, 
which assisted in gaining insight into the factors that contributed to occupational stress in 
student support staff. This design facilitated a process to develop an understanding of the 
perspectives of the participants in their particular setting and to reach the overall aims of 
the study.  
     The student support services department staff at the FET College in the Southern 
Cape was used as the population of this study. The student support services department 
comprises 29 staff members including 11 interns throughout the department. The staff are  
professional persons with qualifications in either Psychology, Social work, Sports and 
Recreation, Social development, Finance, Diploma in Management Assistance or Human 
Resources Management and Education.    
     The sampling method used in this research study was purposive sampling. The 
researcher chose a sample that consisted of elements that contained the most 
characteristic, representative and typical attributes of the population. The sample 
comprised 10 participants from three of the six campuses. The sample represented most 
of the different student support units, but due to time constraints the Placement Unit was 
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excluded because currently there is only one Placement Officer who was unable to 
participate. The researcher ensured that each staff member was aware that participation 
in the study was voluntary. Staff members who did not wish to participate were excluded 
from the selection process. The researcher then selected a minimum of 10 staff members 
from the population who indicated their willingness to participate. Most of the participants 
were eager to participate as they felt that there was a need for them to express their 
occupational stress. The venues for the interviews were at the campus where they are 
stationed and in a private area to minimize any inconvenience or discomfort to the 
participants.  
     Semi-structured interviews were used and the researcher made use of four key 
questions that directed the interviews. Using predetermined questions assisted the 
participant to share information that is closely related to the research problem, but also 
gave freedom to the participant to share information the investigator had not thought of. 
The researcher made use of a digital audio recorder during the interview process. This 
made the interview process easier as the researcher could concentrate on what the 
participants were saying without having to write everything down.  
     The researcher collected the data systematically and then meanings, themes and 
general descriptions of the experience were identified. The interviews were transcribed 
verbatim from the saved interviews collected on the digital recorder. The data was then 
analysed using Tesch’s approach to data analysis (Creswell, 1994). The researcher made 
use of an independent coder to ensure trustworthiness and to eliminate any possible bias. 
The researcher and the independent coder communicated electronically after the coding 
took place to reach an agreement on the themes and codes reached.  
 
4.2.1 AIMS AND OBJECTIVES  
     The overall aims of this study are to: 
(1) Identify the reasons or factors that contribute to occupational stress as 
experienced by student support staff members 
(2) To explore and describe the student support staff members’ experiences of 
occupational stress  
(3) Identify the measures that can be implemented to reduce occupational stress 
in student support staff members. 
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The objectives of this study are: 
(1) To explore and describe the reasons why Student Support staff members 
experience occupational stress. 
(2) To provide recommendations for preventative measures and strategies to 
address occupational stress in student support staff members. 
 
4.3 SUMMARY OF FINDINGS 
     The summary of the findings will now be presented: 
 
4.3.1 THEME ONE: STUDENT SUPPORT STAFF IDENTIFIED SEVERAL FACTORS 
THAT CONTRIBUTED TO OCCUPATIONAL STRESS 
      The study identified the most shared stressors among student support staff. The main 
stressors were:  
 a lack of infrastructure that complicated their ability to perform their duties 
adequately;  
 an increased workload for most of the support staff due to the ad hoc additions to 
their job descriptions such as monitoring the provision of bursaries for students and 
various other stumbling blocks preventing the completion of administrative tasks; 
 communication barriers due to an absence of clear guidelines regarding lines of 
communication between staff, departments and management; 
  lack of team work and interdisciplinary assistance amongst all staff categories;  
 a disconnect between management and staff leading to staff being unable to 
function to their full potential; and,  
 behavioural and disciplinary problems with the students.  
     The participants viewed these features as the most common factors contributing to 
their occupational stress.  
       
4.3.2 THEME TWO: STUDENT SUPPORT STAFF IDENTIFIED THE EFFECT THAT 
OCCUPATIONAL STRESS HAS ON THEM  
     The participants stated that occupational stress has a significant effect on both their 
work and personal life. These effects had both a psychological and a physical effect on 
the participants and influenced their productivity and wellbeing daily. These effects 
include: 
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 experiences of unhappiness and demotivation due to the fact that they as 
professional staff are reduced to the ranks of administrators;  
 feelings of isolation and loneliness because their role on the campus is 
misunderstood;  
 feelings of being under-valued with a lack of appreciation and respect from fellow 
staff and management;  
 emotional and physical effects; and  
 effect on their personal and family life.  
4.3.3 THEME THREE: STUDENT SUPPORT STAFF OFFERED SUGGESTIONS 
THAT THE COLLEGE COULD IMPLEMENT TO REDUCE OCCUPATIONAL 
STRESS.   
     The participants made suggestions which they felt could possibly reduce their 
experience of occupational stress at the college. These suggestions relate to the factors 
identified as giving rise to the stress they experienced at work. The participants felt 
optimistic that the level of occupational stress would be reduced if these suggestions were 
looked into. The suggestions were as follows: 
 communication between departments and management to be improved and  
structured planning and integration introduced  throughout the college;  
 ongoing and in-service education to be provided to all staff  to provide continual 
upgrading of skills;  
 management to work on developing a team approach and a collective vision for 
the college and giving recognition to and showing appreciation of staff members;  
 a structured Employee Assistance Programme to be instituted and debriefing 
sessions offered for all support staff.     
4.4 LIMITATIONS 
4.4.1 The researcher experienced some challenges with finding a private venue to use 
for the interviews as the student support staff did not have their own offices at certain 
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campuses and the interviews had to be done either after hours or during the student 
support staff’s lunch time.  
4.4.2 Travelling to the different towns was costly to the researcher and also proved to be 
challenging as time constraints were a major challenge. 
4.4.3 Access to relevant and up-to-date literature was a challenge to the researcher, as 
much of the available literature was old. The few books that were new were 
constantly booked out from the libraries. The researcher had to therefore buy the 
books she needed as well as go on-line for literature thus incurring additional 
expense.  
 
4.5 CONCLUSIONS  
     The results of this study produced some understanding of the occupational stress 
experienced by student support staff in an FET College in the Southern Cape. The results 
do not necessarily reflect the situation in the broader population as the sample was not 
large enough. It would be interesting to have a similar study in all 50 FET Colleges in 
South Africa to establish whether these experiences are a trend throughout South Africa.  
     Based on the research findings in this study, the following conclusions can be made 
regarding student support staff in an FET College in the Southern Cape: 
4.5.1 The student support staff experience occupational stress on a daily basis from many 
different factors in their job. These factors include stressors from their peers and 
management as well as the lack of resources and communication. 
4.5.2 Although the student support staff is placed within different units in the student 
support services department, all of the participants in this study experienced 
stressors of a similar nature on a daily basis. These stressors are experienced by 
most of the participants despite the fact that they are from different campuses and 
in different towns. This proves that there are definitely challenges facing the student 
support staff as a whole, irrespective of their unit or campus or the town in which 
they reside.   
4.5.3 The lack of support and communication from other staff members and departments 
play a significant role in the day-to-day functioning of the participants and influence 
the completion of certain tasks that need to be achieved by them. 
4.5.4 The participants as a whole feel that they are not valued by the management of the 
college and that they are not recognised for outstanding work performance. Most of 
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the participants mentioned this factor and stated that it influenced their motivation 
and caused unhappiness. 
4.5.5 There is a clear feeling from all the participants that certain interventions should be 
implemented by the college to reduce the occupational stress experienced, in 
order to assist in staff morale.    
 
4.6 RECOMMENDATIONS  
     The following recommendations arose from the conclusions of this study and include: 
4.6.1 It is recommended that the student support staff’s job descriptions should be clearly 
communicated to all staff members throughout the College to ensure that both the 
participants and the rest of the staff are informed of the role of the respective student 
support staff. This will decrease some of the confusion that currently occurs with 
some of the participants and other staff. This will also alleviate some of the stressors 
the participants experience when their peers request them to do things that are not 
part of their job descriptions.  
 
4.6.2 The importance of proper infrastructure is critical for the student support staff to 
function fully and to complete their needed tasks on a daily basis. The IT connectivity 
and availability of working computers are vital to the successful completion of tasks. 
The nature of the student support staff’s work requires them to have their own office, 
as they see students for counselling, personal matters and also in a supportive 
capacity which requires privacy and confidentiality. Having their own office will also 
give them space to organise their daily tasks without interruptions or telephone calls 
not meant for them. This will alleviate a lot of frustration and stress.  
 
4.6.3 Another recommendation is that management and HR revisit the student support 
staffs’ job descriptions to reduce some of the stressors that they are experiencing. 
The placement of Interns should also be looked at as a means to alleviate the current 
work load. With the revisiting of the job description by HR and management, the 
qualifications of the student support staff should be considered, and some of the 
tasks that do not fit the job descriptions should be removed. This would assist with 
the staff members’ feelings of being reduced to the level of someone without their 
qualifications.   
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4.6.4 The need for proper planning of scheduled dates and timetables was evident in the 
research and it is recommended that the dates and timetables that are set are 
realistic and are adhered to, to reduce the stress caused by shifting these important 
dates. This will also alleviate a lot of chaos at the beginning of the year when 
registration and orientation of students take place.            
 
4.6.5 A lack of communication, a lack of response from management as well as a lack of 
proper communication lines were reported by the participants. It is recommended 
that clear communication lines be set throughout the college to ensure that all staff 
members know exactly who to contact and how to contact that person through all 
the departments and management. There should also be a timeline set in which 
communications should be responded to. Follow-up should also be done to the 
responsible department or manager if a staff member has not received a response 
within the specified time frame. 
 
4.6.6 Team-building activities should be done throughout the college to facilitate a better 
relationship between interdisciplinary staff members. This will assist with building a 
team approach and will strengthen the College’s collective vision towards the same 
goal. It may also assist with interdisciplinary support to one another and improve the 
professional manner in which the staff communicate with each other. 
  
4.6.7 Management should show recognition and appreciation to staff members. This will 
build staff morale and improve staff motivation. It may also improve job satisfaction 
experienced by the staff members and assist in the overall happiness of staff. 
 
4.6.8 It is further recommended that ongoing training for all staff members be implemented 
to provide continual upgrading of skills that may improve the overall output of staff.  
 
4.6.9 It is recommended that the college strictly implement the student code of conduct 
and develop a student absenteeism policy for all students to adhere to.  
 
4.6.10 It is strongly recommended that the College should institute a structured Employee 
Assistance Programme and offer monthly debriefing sessions for all student support 
staff. The EAP will nurture the staff’s overall wellbeing and provide a programme 
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that is available to all staff members. The need for debriefing is an important factor 
as this will alleviate the stress levels experienced by the student support staff. This 
will also prevent the student support staff taking so much stress home to their 
families and into their personal lives. 
 
4.6.11 Finally it is recommended that the Student Support Services Head of Department 
(HOD) has monthly meetings with the department as a whole to maintain an open 
communication system and assist the student support staff in any needs that they 
may have. This will also facilitate a sense of support to all the staff within the student 
support services department. Apart from the monthly departmental meetings, it is 
recommended that the student support HOD have individual sessions with the 
student support staff on a quarterly basis to ensure that the HOD is updated with the 
current difficulties of the student support staff. It is also recommended that the 
department have bi-annual meetings with the Deputy CEO: Academic to ensure that 
their needs and challenges are heard on a senior level and are communicated to 
senior management.     
 
Recommendations associated with further research include the following: 
4.6.12 Future researchers should use this research design if they are sure that they have 
sufficient time and resources available to expend on data collection and data 
analysis. The researcher should also ensure that they make use of an expert 
independent coder. The researcher found these to be beneficial. 
 
4.6.13 It is suggested for future studies that the researcher ensures that he/she knows 
exactly where the interviews will be conducted as the distance of the selected 
participant may be a difficulty. The researchers should also ensure that they are 
aware of the participants’ language proficiency and language preference as this will 
influence the quality of data collection and data analysis. The researcher found that 
knowing this information in advance assisted in the process of the interviews.   
 
4.6.14 It is recommended that for future research the researcher should ensure a proper 
venue that is private and where there will be no interruptions whilst they are busy 
with the interviews. The use of a digital audio recorder is also recommended as it 
allows the researcher to be fully attentive to the participant. It also makes it easier 
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because the interviews can immediately be saved on a computer for transcribing 
and data analysis. The researcher found the venue at certain campuses not as 
suitable, because of occasional disruptions by other persons. The usage of a digital 
audio recorder proved to be very beneficial as it made transcribing easier.     
 
4.6.15 The use of an independent coder is essential as this will assist in the 
trustworthiness of the study.  
4.6.16 The researcher should also ensure that he/she has sufficient time and resources 
to complete this process. 
 
4.7 FINAL REMARKS 
     The research found that the student support staff experienced a significant amount of 
occupational stress. The focus area of the student support services department is broad. 
The department is responsible for student placement, career guidance, student 
orientation, student counselling, academic support, student retention, sports and culture, 
financial aid, exit support, job placement and the student alumni. The student support 
staff’s focus area is thus also broad, causing them to do many different daily tasks that 
cause a lot of stress due to the added workload. The staff employed in the department 
has a diverse background in psychology, social work, social development, sport or 
recreation, financial, human resources, teaching and remedial skills. The staff’s job 
description however is not fully aligned with their qualification causing the staff feelings of 
stress, frustration and demotivation because they are sometimes inundated with 
administrative tasks.  
     The student support staff belong to the only group on campus responsible for their 
specific roles, which leaves them feeling isolated and lonely at times. The lack of support 
and teamwork they experience from their peers at the college contributes to these 
feelings.     
     Due to the lack of space experienced by most of the campuses, many of the student 
support staff had to give up their office space to share with another person, in some 
instances with two other persons. This lack of space influences the staff’s service delivery 
as it causes stress when they have to speak to a student in private. The constant IT 
connectivity issues also contribute to the participants’ feelings of frustration and ultimately 
leads them to experience occupational stress.  
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     All ten participants reported communication barriers. The participants rely significantly 
on communicating via email or by telephone with management and other departments at 
the central office. This means of communication is the easiest due to the vast distances 
between the campuses and the central office. Certain decisions need to be approved by 
the student support staff’s line manager before implementation of interventions or actions 
can be taken. These line managers are not always based on the same campus as the 
staff member. They also require information as well as services from the transport and 
finance department that are situated at the central office before any functions, sports or 
activities can take place. The participants reported that the emails they sent to 
management and to other departments are not answered at times, or the response time 
is not adequate. This delay in response causes the participants a lot of stress as it affects 
their functioning and performance levels. Many of their tasks are placed on hold until they 
receive final approval from management or a response from the relevant department.  
     The participants also found the behaviour of the students disrespectful and stressful. 
The lack of class attendance by the students also negatively influenced the staff’s 
performance as they are responsible for student retention. 
     All these factors have different effects on the participants. They reported that the stress 
they experience causes them feelings of unhappiness and demotivation leading to them 
not wanting to come to work. They also experience feelings of loneliness, isolation and 
being under-valued. These factors and emotions cause the participants to experience 
many psychological and physical effects. Psychologically and physically the participants 
felt exhausted, depleted, nervous, sad, frustrated and broken, and many suffered from 
insomnia.  
     Some of the participants also stated that the work stress influences their personal and 
home life. They reported that they sometimes would take out the work stress on their 
family members. They also felt that work often imposes on their family time because of 
the overtime that they are required to work.  
     The participants had numerous suggestions of ways to reduce their occupational 
stress. They felt confident that if the College would implement these suggestions their 
working environment would improve and their occupational stress would decrease. The 
participants suggested that the communication barriers be addressed and that integration 
between the departments should take place. They also recommended that ongoing 
training and development should be provided to all staff. The participants felt that 
teamwork would improve if management worked on building a team approach and a 
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collective vision for the college. They also felt that management should show the staff 
members recognition and appreciation as this would motivate them to work even harder. 
Lastly the participants reported the importance of having debriefing sessions and an EAP 
in place. They felt that having a place to go to where they can de-stress would assist them 
at work as well as when they go home. Although the participants feel a great deal of stress 
currently in the workplace they are still optimistic that a positive change can come about 
if the college addresses the issues at hand.      
     The study managed to achieve its overall aims and objectives by establishing what the 
reasons and factors are for student support staff experiencing occupational stress. The 
study also managed to provide recommendations for preventative measures and 
strategies to address occupational stress in student support staff. 
 
4.8 CHAPTER SUMMARY 
     Chapter four concluded the research. It discussed the summary of the findings, the 
summary of the research methodology, the limitations, conclusion and the 
recommendations of the study. The chapter also established that the research aims and 
objectives were achieved.     
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ANNEXURE A 
 
 
September  2013 
Mr L. Ngubelanga  
Chief Executive Officer 
South Cape FET College  
125 Mitchell Street, George 
Tel: (044) 884 0359 
Fax: (044) 884 0361 
For attention:  Mr L. Ngubelanga 
 
REQUEST FOR PERMISSION TO CONDUCT RESEARCH AT THE SOUTH CAPE FET COLLEGE 
 
Dear Mr L. Ngubelanga 
 
My name is Ulricha De Klerk, and I am a Masters Health and Welfare Management student at the Nelson 
Mandela Metropolitan University in Port Elizabeth. The research I wish to conduct for my Master’s treatise 
involves factors contributing to occupational stress in student support staff members in a Further Education 
and Training (FET) College in the Southern Cape. This project will be conducted under the supervision of Mrs 
A.G. Klopper (NMMU, South Africa). 
 
I am hereby seeking your consent to approach a number of Student Support Services staff at all the 6 campuses 
in the Southern Cape district to provide participants for this project.   
 
I have provided you with a copy of my treatise proposal which includes copies of the measure and consent and 
assent forms to be used in the research process, as well as a copy of the approval letter which I received from 
the NMMU Research Ethics Committee (Human).  
 
Upon completion of the study, I undertake to provide the College with a bound copy of the full research 
report. If you require any further information, please do not hesitate to contact me on 073 8164 018, or email 
me at Ulricha.deklerk@gmail.com. You can also contact Mrs A.G. Klopper at 041 5042 492 or email her at 
Gail.Klopper@nmmu.ac.za 
 
 Thank you for your time and consideration in this matter.  
Yours sincerely, 
Ulricha De Klerk 
Nelson Mandela Metropolitan University 
• PO Box 77000 •  Nelson Mandela Metropolitan University 
• Port Elizabeth • 6031 •  South Africa •  www.nmmu.ac.za 
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ANNEXURE B 
 
 
September 2013 
Dear Participant  
 
RE: REQUEST FOR PERMISSION TO INTERVIEW PARTICIPANT 
My name is Ms U. De Klerk, and I am a Masters student at the Nelson Mandela Metropolitan University 
(NMMU) in Port Elizabeth. The research I wish to conduct for my Master’s treatise is entitled: factors 
contributing to occupational stress in student support staff in a Further Education and Training (FET) College in 
the Southern Cape. The project is being conducted under the supervision of Mrs A.G. Klopper (NMMU, South 
Africa). 
 
I am hereby seeking your consent to interview you for the purposes of this study and to use a tape recorder 
during the interview. The objective of the study is to explore and describe the reasons why Student Support 
staff members experience occupational stress. The information will be used to develop and provide guidelines 
for policy development on preventative measures and strategies to address occupational stress in Student 
Support staff members. 
 
The data will be collected by doing a semi‐structured interview with each participant.  Each interview will last 
approximately 45‐60 minutes.   
 
You should not feel coerced.  You may withdraw from the study at any time and information will be managed 
confidentially.  However, because the choice of multi‐professional team members is limited, anonymity cannot 
be totally guaranteed but all reasonable steps will be taken to ensure anonymity.  Quotes from the interviews 
may be used  in the research report or  in an academic article. However, the actual names of the participants 
and their workplace will not be mentioned.  
 
Upon completion of the study, I undertake to provide your institution with a bound copy of the full research 
report. If you require any further information, please do not hesitate to contact me at 073 8164 018 or fax me 
at 086 5405 733 or email me at ulricha.deklerk@gmail.com. You can also contact Mrs A.G. Klopper at 041 5042 
492 or email her at Gail.Klopper@nmmu.ac.za 
 
 Thank you for your time and consideration in this matter.  
Yours sincerely, 
Ulricha De Klerk 
 
 
• PO Box 77000 • Nelson Mandela Metropolitan University 
• Port Elizabeth • 6031 • South Africa • www.nmmu.ac.za 
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Factors contributing to occupational stress in student support staff in a Further Education and Training (FET) 
College in the Southern Cape 
I _______________________________ give consent for you to interview me and that I will participate in the 
above mentioned project. 
 
I have read the accompanying letter explaining the purpose of the research project and understand that: 
 My participation is voluntary 
 I may decide to withdraw at any time without penalty 
 All information obtained will be treated in strictest confidence 
 My name will not be identifiable and used in any written reports  
 A report of the findings will be made available to me via my institution 
 I agree to the interviews being taped on an audio type. 
 
__________________________      ___________________________ 
Participant          Signature 
 
__________________________    
Date 
 
 
 
 
 
• PO Box 77000 • Nelson Mandela Metropolitan University 
• Port Elizabeth • 6031 • South Africa • www.nmmu.ac.za 
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ANNEXURE C 
Interview transcript 
I = good morning and usual greetings and the four questions etc, describe for me 
some of your day-to-day stressful experiences in the workplace 
P = I think for me one of the major things is IT connectivity and the problems 
associated with slow  ADSL lines, not enough bandwidth and consistent IT problems, 
that is a big problem because when we can’t work on your computers and you are 
waiting for e-mails and things to come in and you can’t do anything because our 
work is centred around  our PC’s, we are always looking for quotes or waiting for 
quotes and then finance is pressuring us because they want the courts and then we 
stuck because we cant we cant circumvented in anyway even if we want to use our 
private e-mail addresses we can access PCs so that is one of the major stresses for 
me and the fact that the lines drop-off all the time and then this particular box and 
then the electricity keeps tripping off as well and that throws off and then there is not 
enough plugs are here, they didn't in my office provide a normal plug they've only got 
IT connectivity plugs sub had to use a multi-plug it sounds silly I know multiplug but 
then there too much on the multi-plug and it keeps tripping and maybe a fan or a 
kettle or something like that and that trips off then you've got to restart the computer 
all the time because that blocks off the computer and then (sighs), the biggest other 
stressor is definitely bursaries, and that in combination with IT or lack of connectivity 
can make you just blow your roof off here because bursaries are frustrating because 
you feel that you are reduced to admin clerks here, and we haven't studied 
psychology for a particular reason of going through paperwork, realms and realms 
and realms of of banal boring  paperwork so it doesn't do anything for for the spirit of 
somebody who wants to work towards more towards a  psychology of somebody or 
to assist people in workshops because the students instinctively know and they can 
see and start identifying you as the bursary officer so you lose your role as the 
student support officer and you just get seen as a normal bursary officer and then 
suddenly you’ve got to go back to the students and redevelop the relationship again 
because they've got the roles confused and you get role conflict which is very difficult 
to manage, the conflicting roles especially between bursaries and the paperwork 
involved, and the stressors with the unknowns of the bursaries, the processes are 
very confusing 
I = (Interrupts participant) if you say the unknowns of the bursaries what what 
specifically would you mention um unknowns to mean? 
P =  well the late registration of students and the continued registrations of students 
because you can’t plan anything ahead of time if you plan orientation dates get 
shifted you’ve arranged guest speakers, you've arranged activities you’ve  arranged 
for ice to be  delivered because you are giving the students oros,  and it all just goes  
pear shaped because the dates get shifted because there are not enough 
registration, and you do orientation like we’ve planned for  10 January next year and 
we just know that there's going to be maybe 20 students so you are prepared for 
chaos you are consistently prepared for chaos and you do your best to be organised, 
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and to be motivated and  to be prepared but you just know it’s just not going to 
happen it's going to be chaos 
I = is there any other day-to-day experiences that are stressful in the workplace for 
you that you can think of? 
P = I think one of the other things is is when we get dumped with something with the 
deadline 24 hours before the time and and we then have to comply with something 
and and because we work in our own little  unit here the people at central office don't 
understand our job description here on the campus so we feel we are working our 
backsides off here on the campus and we’re getting these date deadlines from 
central office but we don't have a direct HOD or something like that that monitors US 
that sits with us to see exactly what we are busy with and the consistent interruptions 
and the walk ins and the frustrations with all the other work that we do and we 
suddenlyan email with these deadlines that we have to comply with and that's very 
very difficult because we are working in our own unit and we are not working directly 
under management we feel like I feel like there's a disconnect in what we are doing 
and and and the deadlines that it sets the lateness of the instructions 
I = and if you say that just for clarity purposes the unit that you're talking about are 
you talking specifically about which unit? The campus unit? Or in general.or the 
whole department?  
P = well through the campus unit there are demands made via via via  top 
management in central office so we are exposed to that stressor as a  campus staff 
member we are complying with that stressor  as a  campus staff member,  then we 
have our own unit and we have those those those um stressors coming through from 
from from a different sector of management so we're stuck with two managerial 
positions and then we have the campus head as well; so and and they all don't know 
what we're doing you know? So the one thinks this is easy for you to do because 
what do you do? And the one thinks it's a simple instruction and yes they are quite 
simple instructions, but  the point is that you planned it,  you’ve planned perhaps a 
workshop, you planned perhaps a section to do, some awareness day or something 
and everything falls apart and the students get demoralised because you cancel; and 
then to get them back again and win them over again takes more time and effort  
I = describe the factors that lead to you experiencing stress at work, now you've 
mentioned a few is that other factors that contribute to you experiencing stress at 
work any generally factors that contribute to you experiencing stress at work? 
P = very often I get the impression that the campus gets dumped with with 
information made at a managerial level and we have to face the students, that's a 
very big stress that because we have to please explain to for instance a list of 
students why, if they have submitted all their bursary forms and applications and 
they were all correct they don't appear and I am just giving you an example now they 
don't appear on the list now and to explain that to this list of students, we’re not 
talking 10 or 20 we are talking 50%; and there again it’s going to delay registration 
and it’s going to delay classes and it’s going to delay the intake of new students 
because they can’t register because we don't know where they are on the system, 
82 
 
because they've handed in their forms and things like that but it’s still up in the air; so 
there's no preparation for 2014. So marketing don't know the knock-on effect , so 
marketing don't know how many students they need, we don't know how many 
students are on the list that are coming back until the New Year because our 
students have a history of encoding late or deciding later the type of student we have 
and then and then the the the the fact that we get given instructions we follow 
instructions and then when it comes out that there are issues with those particular 
instructions then top management seems to wash their hands of it and then they 
blame the campus but everyone is aware of what's going on because the e-mails of 
flying back and forward and phone calls going backwards and forwards and nobody 
takes responsibility to say stop the bus you are doing it wrong, they just let you 
continue because it's filling the classes and then we sit with the problems [states 
something in Afrikaans that I think translates to sitting the the problem, something 
like ons sit met gebakte piere….] 
I = describe the effect that stress has on you in general and in the work situation? 
You’ve mentioned thr particulae stressors but what effect do these different factors 
have on you yourself? 
P = well definitely burnout definitely burnout definitely there's the potential for a type 
of burnout scenario in the first semester of every year because of the stress of 
bursaries coping with the whole New Year with changing with the chopping and 
changing, registrations that are late and so forth and you tried to get the students to 
be a coherent bunch trying to get them organised because you're trying to instil a 
sense of discipline and organisation in the campus and you just don't see it 
happening because the registrations are just going on and on and on and there's no 
date there are never cut off dates for students we give them cut-off dates the 
campus gets dates we get dates but nobody ever adheres to them, it just keep 
pushing and pushing and pushing further and further out so the process gets longer 
and longer 
I = you’ve mentioned burnout as one of the effects that it has on you are there any 
other effects that it has on you? That you could say the stress has on you? 
P = definitely definitely I mean if I didn't go to my GP this year and get medication I 
would've it would have I would've ended up in a lunatic asylum; it's heavy stuff the 
first part of the year the first six months trying to organise it and um ah and eh 
systems that are not in place but we are expected to do them you know like scanning 
documents for instance for bursaries and things like that we don't have the 
infrastructure to do the new systems the pilot schemes and new systems and things 
that but we do them but that takes its personal toll on you 
I = is anything else you would like to add or are you comfortable just mentioning 
burnout? And obviously you had to go to the GP at all that is anything else or are you 
comfortable with just those effects that has on you? 
P = well I think it does have with the with the role confusion as we know role 
confusion causes stress and this is, this is a very big campus we're talking about with 
1000 students and um and we need a very clear definition of of who we are on 
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campus and we have lost that identity I think, so we've been taken over by a 
completely new process that which we thought we  were doing was completely taken 
away from us in terms of enriching the students’ academic life  no longer is the case 
we are just bursary we are administrative officers so it's a complete conflict in what 
we were trained to do and what that does not bode well for us because you feel like 
you may as well have matric and just to be an admin clerk, so there is a reduction in, 
its demeaning, it demeans us, its demeaning to to sit and go through paperwork 
I = what do you think what can the college do to um alleviate some of the stress and 
you can feel free to be specific, um as specific as you need to be in these areas what 
do you think is  stuff that the college can do to alleviate your stress? 
P = um um I think the big thing is is is the awareness that what happens I think an 
important thing is to come and spend a day with us a whole day during the crisis 
period right right from top management and come and sit down and listen to the 
issues that we  deal with and spend an entire day, the day that we would do the 
campus to spend the day with us to get a better understanding of what the issues 
are because when you are  dealing with just one student there might be 10 different 
issues just with one student and if you times that by a 1000 because we know all our 
students come from issues, if it's a if it's a a  literacy problem if it's a getting 
documents problem, you know at the end of the day the documents are attached to 
the bursary forms butto  have gotten them to that stage has taken, literally blood 
sweat and tears sometimes it’s one student but  you've seen that student 10 times,  
to get the correct.. So it's 10  times 500, I am saying 500 because not all of them 
have issues; you are seeing 5000 students with bursary  issues, the same stuff over 
and over and over, so that’s the one thing and then just just due dates if the due 
dates could be given timeously, if we have to do something that, if we are aware that  
that we have some, because we work in such chaos, um  if they could if they could 
give us the due if they could give us cut-off dates and due dates; um um and by cut-
off dates  I mean there should be a definite cut-off date of registration of students 
and registration must stop, so that the process of academic and more planning can 
go on because at the moment we take 6000 the year we know it's written off to 
bursaries so that's it and by the time July comes you are so exhausted, mentally 
exhausted and  you've got to pick yourself up and go ahead and do workshops and 
motivation and career guidance and counselling and so you're completely depleted 
after the stress of bursaries and you then  have to to pick up and do your actual job 
that you were employed for 
 
I = so you’ve mentioned that top management could come to the campus and have a 
little bit of the experience, because you can’t experience it in a full day, but just have 
a glance basically at what is happening and then um um is there anything else 
you've mentioned the stress and the effect of stress on yourself is there anything 
else that you can see the  college could assist in your well-being how the college can 
basically assist in that? 
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P = I think that for for student support services some recognition would be nice, 
student support services has  always been side lined and I think that they are not 
aware of, if they see a pass mark for a student they are not aware of what perhaps it 
has taken to get that student there because there have been we know the issues 
involved with the particular individual students but that the accolade goes to the 
particular lecturer and academic and that's all you know in the meantime we've seen 
the student and maybe five or six different sessions and there's been a complete 
turnaround, and we've saved them from the brink of hell sometimes and they've 
gone back into classes, but student support is not seen as pivotal in a student's 
success we never get acknowledged, ever, we just  get dumped with all the odd jobs 
which I mean, acknowledgement is one of those things, but it would also be nice just 
to be respected as somebody who does contribute to a student’s success and not 
just bursaries, not just the fact that we get bursaries in, we feel like cash cows for the 
college! And then of course the employee wellness program definitely comes into it 
for us because we with the counselling and the issues that we deal with and we do 
deal with heavy issues it gets heavy, and sometimes when you get a student coming 
up and you hear this kid’s coming  you think oh no.(sighs).not another counselling 
session I can't cope with that and you know it's going to be a heavy thing you know 
it’s going to be a heavy issue because that's the nature of our students. We are not 
dealing with a little issue here we are dealing with with the issues of HIV AIDS and 
dealing with death of family members of mothers of young children supporting their 
siblings and studying, and struggling with transport and financial issues um um those 
are the big things; we are dealing with HIV AIDS,  with driving students to clinics to 
get them tested in our own capacity, there's never college cars available to take 
them, we do all of that in our own capacity, we don't even try and book cars because 
there is just no  facility for that, there never has been for the past 2 to 3 years, so to 
get it done we do it,  and all we get really is reprimanded mostly, because of 
bursaries, so there is a conflict in terms of what we do.  We get reprimanded for 
bursaries, but nobody sees the other section of what we do and the day-to-day 
things that we do  
I = okay so it's the so it's the management experience, some levels and it’s the 
sticking to deadlines would improve that, and also looking at the wellness programs 
of the college, and um also the recognition comes out strongly as well um is there 
anything else that you think for yourself that the college could improve upon, you 
mentioned the deadlines, the wellness programs and the recognition is there 
anything else you think the college can assist with? 
P = I think we definitely need our debriefing sessions, definitely we definitely need 
debriefing I don't think it's fair that we go home to our  families and that we end up as 
a bunch of nerves and crying on the couch in our family time with those people that 
are most important to us because the college has sucked us dry, and there hasn't 
been a system in place for us to go and debrief or to have supervision; that must be 
a standard procedure year in and year out, it must be a standard procedure with HR, 
but at the moment that that that is not the case 
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I = is anything else that you would like to add not only with something that can assist 
in alleviating stress, aside from the questions I've asked is there anything else you'd 
like to mention add before we conclude the interview? 
P = sighs,  I think I think that working with the lecturers,  this is a very diverse bunch 
of lecturers, it takes a lot of effort to get things done on the campus and you really 
have to and when I say work them and I really mean work them, its not a case of 
..laughs, this is not a case of because we I must say we that there is certainly 
cultural non..there is non-diversity on this particular campus there are issues and 
their cliques and  it depends on you, consistently you feel like you have 2 stroke 
everybody's egos and make sure that you keep everybody happy and that you 
remain diversity orientated, and I'm not talking diversity even in the general sense, 
even if you say something wrong if you've moved beyond sort of political agendas it 
will be interpreted as a racist comment or something [bell rings in the background 
and some of the words are lost] so which we've all moved way beyond, but the point 
is that if you’ve said something like that it will be interpreted like that. There are many 
lecturers that will go out of their way to make life extremely difficult for you because 
of a simple thing like jealousy, and um ah um the fact that there are definitely political 
agendas on this campus yah which makes life quite difficult so to try and get along 
with that is an additional stress  that because you're trying to cope with the various 
cultures on the campus and you are dealing with and and generally it's fine generally 
it's fine but what I think that that you know that the campus management tries very 
hard to to to push to push maybe integration and it doesn't it doesn't work it just 
doesn't work and I think that they have to recognise the fact and just move on from 
there because it places everybody in in a difficult position and you we are dealing 
with a very, I can almost say emotionally immature group of people on campus who 
can be quite small-minded in the way that they approach things and quite insensitive 
to students and what a student is going through so to try and so to try to get that 
across to to to lecturers and to management on the campus can be quite difficult 
sometimes because they see that as a norm whereas for me it's a very unusual 
circumstance and I'm shock horror about it  but they justt seem to think there's no 
problem and I struggle with that. 
I = so that also leads to some stress for you 
P = exactly exactly because you are trying to benefit the student and trying to 
motivate exactly what should happen with the student and they just have their own 
academic agenda pushed down their throats you know so it's difficult 
I = thank you do you feel like you need to add anything else or are you happy with 
the process as far as we've gone through now 
P = no I think that's about it 
I = thank you very much for your time and your honesty and being so open 
